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Purim gift [’poŏ rim gift] n. expression

An old Israeli custom, similar to “trick or treat,” now obsolete. The collection of coins or bills (with a preference for large-denomination bills) popular in the first years of the State of Israel with children who were interested in accumulating cash. When the Festival of Purim approached (Book of Esther, 9:15), the children would dress in costume, go to the homes of unsuspecting residents, knock loudly on the doors, extend their open hands and loudly yell: “Purim gift! Purim gift!”

Residents who hadn’t taken the precaution of being out, and who were tempted to open their doors, were forced to fill the children’s greedy palms with cash to avoid a shower of insults, the foremost being the comparison of the person to the evil Haman or his descendants. Those who tried to satisfy the children by instead offering treats such as Purim hamantaschen cookies or candy also faced a sorry fate: they were branded “stingy” and their children were excluded from all the neighborhood soccer games.

Historians and archeologists are divided in opinion regarding the origin of this custom, but they all agree that it did not survive beyond the incident of “The Lost Spy and the Green Dress.”
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Chapter 1

I clearly remember the first time I heard there were spies in our neighborhood. It was 1964, and I was twelve. We lived in Ramat Amidar, a very poor suburb east of Ramat Gan. My mother was hunched over her sewing machine, wearing a flowered dress, but the flowers on it looked as if they hadn’t been watered in a long time. Her sewing machine stood in the living room, which also happened to be our kitchen and our dining room. Every evening, Mom sat in front of it, mending our neighbors’ dresses or patching my clothes. Her glasses would be perched at the end of her nose, and when she needed to thread the needle, she called me to help. I would spit on the end of the strand, deftly thread it through the eye of the needle, and then proudly show it to her. I was forbidden to touch the machine. Mom always locked it carefully and kept the key in her purse. Once I heard her say that a similar sewing machine had saved her life in the “camp.” She never went into more detail, but I imagined to myself that she had sewn a magic dress for herself in which she floated away to another place.

She manipulated the black wheel with her weak right hand while her left foot pumped the ornate metal pedal up and down. Mom’s eyes followed the tiny needle as it quickly and relentlessly pierced the fabric, and her slight body moved forward and backward like someone swaying in devoted prayer in front of the holy ark of a synagogue. Both Dad and Mom had grown up in very religious homes and had often gone to “shul”—as they called a synagogue—when they were young. The praying-type motion should have looked quite natural, except that both my parents insisted that they still had a score to settle with God, and they refused to have anything to do with Him.

“Listen to this!” Dad read excitedly from the newspaper:


Man in Suitcase Well-Known to Israeli Police

Mordechai Luke, the felon who deserted his pregnant wife and three children and moved to the Gaza Strip, is none other than Joseph Dahan—the man whom Egypt tried to smuggle into Cairo in a diplomatic suitcase.



Since returning from the “convalescent home,” as Mom called it, my father hardly ever left the house. He just spent all day sitting at the large table, reading the newspaper and chain-smoking. If Mom or I were around, he would fire off a salvo of headlines at us. It drove Mom crazy. But not me.

Dad’s face was hidden behind the large, shadowy pages of the evening edition of the newspaper. I brought him the paper every day, from Zehavi’s little grocery store. Today, as usual, I had asked for half a loaf of the simplest cheap “black” bread and a newspaper, asking Zehavi to add them to our account. I always watched anxiously as he cut the loaf of dark bread exactly into two perfectly equal halves. The stump of his left arm held the bread close to his chest, and his right hand quickly sliced through the loaf with a black-handled serrated knife. Every time, he stopped just the instant before—I was sure—he would cut right through his stained, white apron into his chest. The two halves of bread were precisely alike, down to the last crumb. Just like Dad and Uncle Fischel.

“Fischel claims this is about a double agent,” said Dad, and I imagined a secret agent with a twin brother, like in Lottie and Lisa, or a double, like in The Prince and the Pauper.

Mom dismissed my father’s words with, “So what if Fischel thinks that?”

“Fischel says …,” Dad tried to continue relating what my only uncle had said.

“Fischel … Fischel … Fischel … It’s always what Fischel says. What about you? You don’t have your own opinion?” My mother didn’t like Uncle Fischel, Dad’s identical twin. He was a mere five minutes older than Dad but treated my father as if he was a hopeless kid brother. Mom didn’t have any brothers or sisters anymore, so sometimes when she mocked Uncle Fischel, I thought it was because she was jealous of Dad, who still has one living brother, while she has only me to remind her of the brother she loved so much.

“In fact, I do have my own opinion,” retorted Dad, defending himself from behind the open newspaper. There was a long pause, and then he muttered weakly, “In my opinion, Fischel is right.”

Mom didn’t bat an eyelid, but I was really excited. I had heard about the man in the suitcase. My best friend Reuven and I had talked about him just the day before.

“Do you understand what happened here?” Reuven’s words echoed in my mind. Reuven loved to explain the stories in the newspaper to me. “The Egyptians captured this Jew and tried to send him from Italy to Egypt in a suitcase. They probably would have tortured him and hanged him just because he was a Jew.”

“Now everything is crystal clear,” exclaimed Dad. “He went to the Egyptians to tell them that he was willing to spy against us, but in fact, we had sent him and he was a double agent.” He paused for an instant and then continued speaking to himself. But I heard him clearly: “Exactly what Fischel thought,” he said. To my father, Fischel was the epitome of wisdom.

“What’s a double agent?” I asked.

“It’s someone who presents himself as a traitor and offers to spy against his own country, but he is really there to pass false information to his contacts in the other country. Usually, though, he ends up being some two-faced character who isn’t loyal to anyone. He just takes money from both sides and cheats everyone,” explained Dad, happy that someone was finally listening to him.

“Yoin’eh! Really! Stop filling the child’s head with nonsense. He’s got homework to do,” said Mom from behind her sewing machine. My father’s name is Yonah, the Hebrew name for Jonah the prophet. I was ashamed of his old-fashioned biblical name, so I told my friends that Yoin’eh was actually my mother’s pet name for Yonatan, a fine, modern Israeli name. This wasn’t the only thing that embarrassed me about my father. I was also ashamed of his weak, fragile appearance. He was short and scrawny, and his blue work clothes hung on him as if they were on a hanger. I was embarrassed by his nonstop chatter too. But more than anything, I was ashamed that he never did reserve army duty. He never came home wearing a military uniform and bearing a rifle like Reuven’s father did. I felt I had no choice but to invent a “new, improved” biography for him where he started out as a bold partisan rebel in the forests of Poland and continued as a daring fighter in a special classified unit in the Israeli Army, where secrecy was mandatory. This was also a good way to explain why he had disappeared for six months, when he had actually been at the convalescent home.

Dad peeked out for a moment from behind the newspaper. His gray-blue eyes, usually dull and apathetic since his return home, were now sparkling beneath his silver hair. He looked straight into my eyes. “Spies are crawling everywhere. They send them here and plant them among us,” he whispered.

“And just who are ‘they’?” asked Mom. She could obviously hear Dad’s whispers. She stretched out the word “they” as if it was a bubble of gum that swelled at the “th” and exploded at the “ey.”

“Our enemies, of course! Those who want to destroy us, who want to continue the Nazis’—may their names be blotted out forever—mission. They’re inundating us with spies.” I could see that Dad was really agitated. With a trembling hand, he groped for his yellow pack of Ascot cigarettes, pulled out a wrinkled cigarette, jammed it between his lips, and began puffing out smoke rings one after another. Nobody could make smoke rings like Dad. He could blow one ring inside another. That was his way of calming himself down.

Dad was so excited that I was afraid he was going to collapse, just as he had before he went to the convalescent home. I remember coming in from school, surprised to see him at home. He never came home from work at such an hour. He was sitting hunched over the huge table, his elbows on it, his head between his hands, and his body shuddering as he cried. Smoke was curling up from an ashtray brimming over with squashed, yellow cigarette butts. I wanted to run to him, but Mom wouldn’t let me. She told me that everything would be okay, and that Dad just needed to be allowed to rest. I had stood in the corner, trembling and crying, but my father didn’t even look at me. Before this, he had always come to me if I ever even whimpered.

Then Uncle Fischel arrived. They say that identical twins sense each other’s feelings even from thousands of kilometers away, and Fischel always showed up at our house right at the most difficult moments. He hugged and kissed me and told me to be strong. His whiskers tickled, and I clutched him as hard as I could. Then Fischel and Mom whispered together.

From the bits and pieces I overheard, I gathered that Dad had been fired from the factory where he worked three months earlier, but he hadn’t told anybody about it and had continued leaving the house and coming home as usual until he couldn’t keep up the charade and broke down. Fischel took Dad away. He didn’t even say goodbye to me. The next day Mom said he was in a convalescent home and we would soon go to visit.

“A flood of spies for sure! Everyone is always after you,” scorned Mom. She kept her eyes glued to the sewing machine, as her right hand turned the wheel and her left hand guided green fabric under the needle.


“Do you think there are spies in our neighborhood too?” I asked in a trembling voice. I was a little worried but very excited.

“In our neighborhood too!” Dad summed up behind his curtain of smoke.



Chapter 2

In fact, I knew there were spies in our neighborhood even before Dad told me. You didn’t need to be a genius like Einstein to reach this conclusion; it was just a simple, elementary calculation. I had read the book Eight on the Track of One, which is about a German spy living in a kibbutz. If there could be a spy in a small place like a kibbutz, then there had to be lots of them in a big city, and at least—and I emphasize “at least”—one in our neighborhood.

“Why just one?” asked Reuven, who loved mathematical puzzles. “Let’s think. It’s not very complicated. The kibbutz has about five hundred people and Ramat Gan has more than one hundred thousand. That’s two hundred times as many. Since there are twenty neighborhoods, that works out at ten spies per neighborhood—on average, of course.” Even Reuven was impressed by this astonishing number.

“Ten spies in our neighborhood?” I was shocked at the thought that so many traitors were wandering around under our noses, and we weren’t doing a thing about it. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent,” said Reuven, his black eyes gleaming under his mop of black curls. “I checked several times. My calculations are not wrong.”

* * *


Reuven was the class genius in math. Even old Mr. Goldberg, our math teacher—who looked like old Prime Minister Ben-Gurion because of the tufts of white hair that sprouted from the sides of his shiny bald head—never argued with him. Reuven had arrived in the neighborhood just this year. I remember the first day back at school in September. Our teacher, Miss Miriam, had come into the class with a new student. He had a narrow face, high cheekbones, black, tightly curled hair, and shiny black eyes. He wore a black T-shirt, baggy blue sweatpants, and black-and-white sneakers. I couldn’t help looking at his legs, which were as thin as matchsticks. They were the skinniest legs I had ever seen—if we don’t include mine. He stood in front of the dark-green chalkboard, his hands in his pants pockets and his eyes hovering over the white walls, freshly painted in honor of the new year, and the peeling ceiling. I could see that he was embarrassed and nervous. I guessed he didn’t feel comfortable standing there in front of all those staring, curious eyes.

“This is Reuven,” Miss Miriam had announced. “He is a new student. I trust we will all help him fit in. Reuven,” she said, turning to the new boy and pointing toward my desk, “you can sit next to Mordechai.”

Reuven had nodded and made his way to the empty seat beside me. He had a light, springy step—like a wild tiger. At least, it was the way I thought a tiger would walk in the jungle; I’d never actually seen a tiger or a leopard walking. Once I saw leopards at the Tel Aviv Zoo, but they just lay there, lazy and lethargic in their small, stuffy cage. They didn’t run. They didn’t even walk. At most, they yawned in boredom. Before he had reached my desk, I knew I would have to imitate Reuven’s regal walk. I straightened my back, stretched my neck, and pressed my back tightly against my chair. From this position, pulled up tall like a broom, I gave him a warm smile.

Reuven strode between the rows of students, and, just before he got to my desk, he froze on the spot as if he had been struck by lightning. His gaze stopped at the desk just in front of me, his eyes popped, and his mouth gaped. This lasted just a second, maybe even less. Then he took a deep breath and continued toward me as if nothing had happened.

“Shalom, Mordechai,” he said hesitantly, sitting down in the chair next to me.

“Call me Motti. I hate the name Mordechai,” I muttered through the stiff smile painted on my face.

“Call me Reuven. I hate abbreviations,” he said loudly, as if he expected everybody to listen to him. He placed his brown knapsack down beside him and looked straight ahead. His head was facing the chalkboard, but his eyes were glued to the smooth, black hair of Ofra, the girl sitting in front of us.

I laughed out loud and let my shoulders drop down to their usual position. I sensed that I no longer needed to make any pretense and keep my back ramrod straight. Reuven winked at me and laughed too.

“Hey, you guys! Don’t you realize you’re disrupting class?” said Ofra without turning her head. I hadn’t noticed, but Reuven stopped laughing out loud. He put his hand on my knee and signaled for me to calm down. I smiled at him, and from that moment on we were inseparable. Almost.


* * *

“Mathematics is never wrong,” said Reuven as we continued walking toward the Charles Cohen Public Library at the end of Hahagana Street. The librarian was a petite woman with a thin, wrinkled face. She gathered her silver hair into a meticulous bun fastened with black hairpins, and sat behind a desk full of small index cards arranged alphabetically. She always wore a long-sleeved dress, even on hot, humid summer days, when she placed a noisy little fan on her table. It clattered like a tractor and shook with every turn of its blades as if apologizing to the air for pushing it away. Sometimes when she wrote something on a card, her sleeve would ride up to expose the faded blue numbers on her arm that were like those on my mother’s. The librarian looked at us and smiled. We knew that she liked us. After all, how many other kids—if any—exchanged a book every day? On the shelf next to her were the books we had reserved. Reuven returned The Secret Seven Wins Through and took out The Adventures of Dani-Din the Invisible Boy who Can See but Cannot be Seen. I exchanged The Young Detectives for The Secret Seven. We left the library, and Reuven said that it was a pity we didn’t have a smart, loyal dog like Scamper, the Secret Seven’s dog. I told him that my mother was afraid of dogs, even small poodles, because of what had happened to her. Reuven laughed and said it didn’t make sense to be afraid of a poodle, but I didn’t say anything.

* * *


It was twilight. The sun’s last red rays were about to disappear behind the new high-rise buildings in the Neve Ram neighborhood. It was a sweltering day. A scorching desert wind—a hamsin wind—was sweeping northward over the country, which often happens in the early spring month of March, making the air hot and hazy. My shirt was sticking to my back and my feet were sweating inside my shoes. This year I was hoping my parents would buy me real sandals. Last year at the beginning of summer, my mother took my shoes to the shoemaker, who cut off the tips. My big toe stuck out through that gaping hole like a turtle peeking out of its shell. It had one advantage, though. Since I couldn’t do a toe kick in my new “sandals,” I learned to do an instep kick with the soccer ball and make a proper pass. I also learned to do a “banana” kick, which makes the ball curve and with which it is possible to score a goal from the corner. We stopped by a noticeboard and read the list of films being screened that week.

“Hercules Against the Sons of the Sun is playing at the Ordea Theater. A matinee,” I exclaimed. “Gotta go see.”

“Shh …!” Reuven suddenly jabbed his sharp elbow into my belly.

“Ouch! Why?” I said, doubling over in pain. Reuven never hit me. Not even in jest.

“Look, carefully, but don’t point,” he whispered, using his eyes to point to the bus stop across the street.

A dirty, yellow number-sixty Dan bus was belching thick, black smoke and stinking up the air with the stench of diesel fuel. Men and women were getting off the bus and continuing on their way. Everything looked completely normal, except for a skinny man in a black coat and gray pants who was standing near the bus stop and moving his head from right to left like the pendulum of a Swiss cuckoo clock. I cast a questioning look at Reuven. He nodded and whispered, “Just like I said. The math is never wrong. One hundred percent certain: That man is a spy!”



Chapter 3

The suspect was a short, thin old man. A white shirt peeked out from underneath his black jacket. Black-framed glasses were perched on his nose. From where we were, it was hard to see, but I was pretty sure that behind those thick lenses (like a couple of milk-bottle bottoms) were a pair of cunning, cagey eyes. A tattered, broad-brimmed, black fedora—exactly like the hat of a spy in a movie I once saw—sat on his head.

“Let’s follow him,” said Reuven in a quivering voice. I think he was a bit excited; I was too. Actually, I was extremely nervous, and my stomach churned painfully, as it always does when I’m scared, even though I convinced myself that this time it was just because I hadn’t eaten anything since morning. That’s how it works: Sometimes it is scary when you do something for the first time.

The man had got off the bus and now started walking down the street. I caught up to him by running only a short way. As I passed him, I slowed to a walk but was careful not to turn my head, so as not to arouse suspicion. At the first intersection, I wasn’t sure where to go, so I stopped and bent over as if to tie my shoe, allowing the suspect to pass me. He turned to the right. I signaled to Reuven, and he ran, passed him, and then slowed down to walk in front of him, also without looking back. This was the “pincer method” we invented: one in front and one behind. Since it is unlikely that someone walking in front of you is actually following you, we were confident that there was no chance he would suspect that he was under surveillance. That, at any rate, is what logic told us, but logic isn’t always correct. It’s not mathematics.

The sun set, and the streetlamps flickered and buzzed and started throwing out their feeble light. The shadows lengthened as we moved away from a lamppost and shrank as we approached the next. We had to be careful not to let our shadows overlap the suspect’s. He increased his pace, and we reached the next bus stop. Very peculiar! Why hadn’t he gotten off at this stop? Why had he gotten off one stop early?

Suddenly, he turned off the main road and entered a dark, narrow alley bounded by prickly shrubbery and rusty barbed-wire fences. Reuven and I stopped for a moment and watched the small black figure disappear into the darkness of the alley. It was too dangerous to be here alone. We gave up our pincer positioning technique and walked one behind the other. The man started walking briskly. The silhouette of his head wobbled left and right as if he was nervous. Suddenly he stopped and froze. Reuven immediately dropped to the hard ground behind a dumpster and pulled me down alongside him. His hand was wet from perspiration. I could feel his pulse hammering away. The spy turned and started walking toward us. He wasn’t any more than twenty meters away. There was no escape! I pressed myself to the ground and held my breath. My ear was glued to the ground. Sound carries faster through land than through air, and his footsteps struck like hammers, coming closer and closer. This was it! Another moment and he would catch us. I grabbed Reuven’s hand tightly like I used to grab my father’s hand when I was a kid and something scary came near.

“We should get out of here!” I whispered, my throat croaking. Reuven didn’t respond. He grasped my hand tightly too, and pinned it in place. It was the right thing to do. The steps retreated and their sound diminished. I carefully raised my head and peeked out. The silhouette of the suspect was swallowed up behind one of the apartment blocks. How lucky that Reuven had had the sense not to flee! A light went on over the external staircase. Reuven and I hurried to position ourselves behind a mound of rubble to observe the building. Another minute passed, and a light went on in one of the apartments. We watched it with trepidation and curiosity.

Suddenly we noticed a pair of gleaming eyes peering out from the bushes and a terrifying, ghostly black shadow passed over us. If anyone’s hair ever stood on end from fear, mine surely did. My heart stopped for a moment, then changed its mind and began to beat like crazy. I didn’t care about anything. I knew we were finished. Reuven was the first to recover himself. He spat, “Tfu! Tfu! Tfu! Black cat! Quick! Spit against the evil eye.” I spit as fast as I could to the side. At least, I thought I was spitting to the side, but … “Not on me, you idiot!” whispered Reuven angrily and wiped his face. If we weren’t in the middle of our investigation, he probably would have spit back at me. “Sorry,” I said softly. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Look!” Reuven pointed toward a small balcony on the second floor of the apartment block which our man had entered. The balcony was actually an exterior passage about a meter wide. It had an iron railing along one side and doors to the four second-floor apartments on the other. Attached to the iron railing were sagging rusty cables on which the tenants hung their laundry.

The door to the third apartment squeaked, and a small, skinny silhouette appeared in the opening. The light from behind dazzled us and surrounded the black, shadowy figure with a yellowish halo. We held our breath and stayed pressed against the mound of rubble, hiding in its shadow. The figure came forward and was illuminated by the light. There was no mistake. This was our man without his black coat, his gray pants, and his spy hat. He stood on the porch, a little man with a huge, shiny bald head. He was wearing white, baggy boxer shorts from which stuck out legs so thin I wondered how he could possibly stand on such toothpicks. He went to the clothesline, looked left and right like a dog sniffing the air, and with trembling hands hung up a pair of black socks.

I didn’t know what to do. I was very disappointed. It’s not every day you come upon a suspect who, by all the signs, seems to be a spy, but turns out to be just a scrawny old guy.

“So that’s it, then? Mathematics never errs, huh? We discovered a scarecrow hanging up socks, and we were shivering in fear!” I mocked the mathematical genius.

I figured that that would be the moment that Reuven would admit his mistake and make up some cutting wisecrack. He knew how to get out of trouble with some witty saying. But he didn’t. Instead, he looked at me thoughtfully as if I was the biggest idiot he ever met and said, “Do you really not understand or are you just pretending?”


I couldn’t believe my ears. I was sure he was joking. I searched his face for a smile or a wink, but he was terribly serious.

“What’s there to understand? An old man hanging out socks on a clothesline. What? Do you think he’s a spy?” The grave expression on Reuven face made me stop short. I was no longer sure what I thought. I looked toward the balcony. It was empty. Only that lonely pair of black socks flapping in the wind—which was getting stronger by the moment—testified to the fact that someone had been there a minute ago.

“I got it!” said Reuven and frowned. “Tell me, didn’t you hear the weather forecast today?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I didn’t understand how the weather could possibly have anything to do with an old man in boxer shorts. But I knew Reuven well enough to know that he wasn’t just asking. He must have a point. I tried to recall the news this morning. All I remembered was “Beep. Beep. Beep. This is the Voice of Israel from Jerusalem. It’s seven o’clock and here is the news …”

“What did they say?” I asked.

“That the hot hamsin will break tonight, and there will be a storm,” said Reuven. He pointed to the sky, which was, indeed, now covered in heavy black clouds.

“Great! So the weatherman was right for a change. So what?”

“So, why would he hang up a pair of socks on a night when rain is forecast?” asked Reuven. He didn’t wait for me to answer. “He probably observed us following him and came out in that simple getup to mislead us and see if we were still on his trail. Luckily, we were hiding.”


Wow! It was so obvious! How come I hadn’t thought of that myself? Pale light spilled out of the spy’s apartment, and we saw him peering out the window. At that moment, heavy raindrops started falling, but we didn’t desert our post and we stayed watching for a few more minutes. The spy never went outside to take his socks off the clothesline. They stayed there getting soggy in the rain. There was no doubt now. Reuven was correct. Mathematics is never wrong.



Chapter 4

My clothes were soaking wet and muddy, and I was shivering. I was shivering a bit because of the cold, but mostly, I was shivering because I knew what I would be in for when my mother saw me. Whenever I came back with a rip or a stain on my patched clothes, Mom would press her hands to her cheeks and cry, “Oy vey! Oh my! Oh woe is me!” And then she would look up at the leaky ceiling as if salvation would come from there, and call out in a tormented voice, “Why? Why do I deserve this? When will I finally have some peace?”

When I was younger, she sometimes spanked me, but now that I was taller than her, she didn’t even try. Instead she would lay the blame on Dad and reproach him for not caring that his child was about to come down with pneumonia. With Mom, no one ever had just a simple cold. No! If you got sick, it was undoubtedly a horrific disease and most probably incurable. You couldn’t argue with her because she had seen in the camp how people came down with a simple cold and ended up dying like dogs. Try to explain to her that that was then. Why did I have to suffer this now? Why did she always have to be worrying that something bad would happen to me? I was old enough to look out for myself. Maybe after we had caught the spy, she would realize that there are more important things than some stains on my pants and would begin to trust me.


I took advantage of the fact that we lived on the ground floor. I climbed through the back window into my parents’ and my bedroom. I quickly changed clothes, then went back out the window and entered the apartment through the front door. The door of the apartment opened directly into the main room, which served as our dining room, kitchen, library, and living room. This, of course, was a huge advantage, because this way we didn’t have to run between different rooms.

An awful burning smell filled the apartment. Mom was standing at the gas stove watching the blue flames lick up to singe the feathers off chicken wings that had not been properly plucked.

Dad, who hadn’t gone back to work since returning from the convalescent home, sat all day long at the dining table, his face sunk in the newspaper that lay before him.

It hadn’t always been like this. Before that awful day of his breakdown, he used to leave for work very early—before I woke—and return just in time for dinner. Mom would never let me start eating before he arrived. We could hear him singing loudly as he neared our entrance, and then he would fling the door open and step in like a Roman emperor returning from conquests and victories, not like some simple assembly-line worker who stood all day next to a noisy machine that manufactured screws. Of course, my father didn’t wear a white toga. He wore blue work clothes adorned with huge perspiration stains. Instead of soft leather deerskin sandals, he wore clumsy brown work boots, and instead of a laurel wreath, his head was adorned with a gray plaid beret.


Now, however, after the convalescent home, he didn’t go to work. Sometimes Zilbershtein the painter would do Mom a favor and hire Dad to be his “head assistant” painter, which was a fancy name for the job of simple porter. Dad would trail after the ramrod-straight Zilbershtein, struggling to carry the heavy buckets of paint and the brushes. In the evening when he came home, his clothes were stained and reeking of plaster, turpentine, and tobacco. Mom would look at him with impatience mixed with compassion, and I would stand around anxiously. He would put his trembling hands into his pockets, root around, and present Mom with some dirty, wrinkled banknotes. After Mom had taken the few pounds and deposited them in her tattered purse, he would raise his head, wink at me, and pass me a few coins that he had hidden away for me and that I could put toward the new soccer ball I wanted to buy.

“Where were you till now?” Mom asked wearily.

“At Reuven’s.” I plopped down next to Dad behind the newspaper before Mom noticed that the clothes I was wearing were different from the ones I had worn when I left the house.

“Sit to eat. I made your favorite dish,” said Mom and turned the gas off.

She gave me chicken soup with noodles and a plate of cooked chicken and mashed potatoes. As always, she said I should eat some vegetable salad because it had lots of vitamins, and I said I didn’t like salad. Mom didn’t insist. Instead, she pulled a huge yellow bottle with an oil-stained label down from the cupboard. I wrinkled my nose when I saw the thick, smelly, greasy fish oil. The rule was that skinny kids like me who hated salad had to take two tablespoons a day. Mom knew I preferred to die rather than swallow that disgusting stuff, but at the same time, she knew that even more than that, I preferred money, so she offered me a simple deal: for every two tablespoons I swallowed, she would stash away ten agorot for me. I held my nose. I closed my eyes. I took a drink. I swallowed that disgusting mustard-yellow liquid. While I was forcing myself not to vomit, Mom put a coin into the brown tin on which was a picture of coffee beans and the all-important declaration: “The people choose Elite Coffee.” The sound a coin made falling into the box got fainter and softer as it filled with coins. Every night before going to sleep, I would hold the tin in my hands and feel how the cold metal warmed up from the contact, and how the weight was increasing as the coins accumulated. I imagined that magic moment when my dream of owning a genuine leather soccer ball would come true.

I sat and ate quietly while my mind wandered. I was imagining what would happen when we caught the spy. I could see my picture on the front page of the evening paper and the huge headline in bold black letters:


Spy in Underwear Captured With His Pants Down!



Underneath would be the article:


Mordechai (Motti as he is called by his friends) and Reuven (Ruvi as he is called by his enemies), two clever sabras, have demonstrated courage and wisdom by uncovering a dangerous spy network operating in the Ramat Amidar neighborhood that was passing state secrets to the enemy.




“These journalists always exaggerate,” I thought in my daydream. I imagined myself buying the paper at Zehavi’s grocery store, as usual, and casually giving it to Dad, as if there was nothing special. I could see Dad unfolding the paper and then excitedly calling Mom to come over quickly and read the headline. Mom would wipe her wet hands on her flowery apron and peer over his shoulder. And then a smile of pure joy would light up her troubled eyes and, in one magic moment, erase all the fear and anxiety that never seemed to leave and that made her tired and sad. She would say, “Look! What a beautiful picture of our tzabra.” “Not ‘tzabra.’” Dad would correct her Hebrew. “That’s the word for a girl. For Motti, you must say ‘tzabar.’” And then they would smile at each other, and I would come up to them, and we would hug each other like we used to, before the awful silence took over. I smiled happily, even though I didn’t actually remember such a time in our family.

“Maybe you should eat? The food is getting cold!” Mom’s voice shattered my daydream. Instantly, I returned to reality. But I had no doubt that we had happened upon an actual spy. Maybe it would be a good idea to take advantage of Dad’s knowledge about spies but without him suspecting. So I asked him, just like that, if he could tell me more about spies.

It’s impossible to exaggerate the size of the smile on Dad’s face when I gave him the chance to talk. This was the first time since his return from the convalescent home that I saw him so happy. If his ears hadn’t been there to limit the width of his smile, it would have circled his head completely like the equator circles the earth. In other words, Dad loved to talk. And he loved to talk a lot. Some people mince their words and speak in short syllables. Others speak in sentences constructed of words. Dad, however, spoke in long, drawn-out speeches. He was the total opposite of Mom, who was silent most of the time, because the memories of whatever had been before the camp were too painful and should be forgotten, and whatever happened in the camp must never be mentioned.

“There have always been spies and traitors,” began Dad. “Everywhere and throughout history, there have always been people who are willing to betray their brothers and their people.” I knew this was a bad start—I knew this was going to turn into a long, long speech. But I had brought it on myself, and someone like Dad would never let pass such an opportunity to pound a bit of history into me. “Take for example the story of Rahab and the spies. You must have learned about it at school.” Sure. We’d studied it. About how this woman in Jericho helped the Israelite spies when they were sent by Joshua, and as a result she and her family were spared in the battle. “What did this Rahab do to save herself ? She was a traitor to her country! She abandoned her kinsmen!” Dad’s voice intensified to a shout as if Rahab was making Jericho fall on him this very moment. His face reddened and his veins threatened to explode. He continued passionately, not noticing that he was spraying me with spittle.

“What do you think? That only other people have traitors? What do you think? That Jews never betray their own? Ask your mother.” He turned to Mom, who gave him a piercing look. Her lips started moving as if she wanted to say something, but she didn’t, and Dad suddenly realized that she didn’t want him talking about the past. His voice faded and disappeared, like a train moving into the distance. Almost in a whisper he continued, “You never know who will betray you and when. You must always be careful, and never trust anyone. Trust only yourself!”

So, I got off pretty easy. While it wasn’t a long speech by Dad’s standards, it was still very juicy. Literally so, in fact! I gently wiped the drops of saliva off me as I tried to figure out the connection between Rahab, the double agent in a suitcase in Italy, and the spies in our neighborhood.

“But, what’s the connection …?”

“What is the connection, you ask? Listen and understand. First, you need to know how to read between the lines,” said Dad and handed me the paper as another ear-to-ear grin spread across his wrinkled face. I knew why he was smiling, but I didn’t take offense. Once, I hadn’t understood that “reading between the lines” meant to search for other meanings in the text. I took the expression literally and used a magnifying glass—just as any experienced detective would do—to search for hidden text between the two printed lines. I remember Dad rolling with laughter, only stopping when I burst into tears. After that, I know that what this means is that you need to read every word and try to understand why that particular word was chosen and what’s hiding behind it.

“Come and see.”

I followed Dad into the bedroom. Our bedroom was a small room with a large iron bed under which, like the inner part of a matchbox, lived another bed. Before bedtime, Dad would pull out the lower bed with a jerk. It was just like a carter pulling at a stubborn donkey, but instead of four hoofs digging into the ground, there were four rusty wheels squealing and shrieking in protest, as if the bed didn’t want to leave its shelter. And really, what did this bed really have to show the world? Broken iron springs? A stained mattress with prickly tufts of straw poking out of the tattered fabric? Dad would pull out the lower bed and raise it to the level of the other bed, muttering to himself that he really needed to grease the wheels—which he never did. This was my parents’ double bed. I slept on a fold-out cot that spent its day patiently waiting in a little closet next to the large clothes press.

Dad went to the closet. Brown paint was peeling along its length and width. At the bottom of it were three drawers in which Mom stored the water and electricity bills and other papers, and a fourth one with a lock that Mom wouldn’t allow anyone to open. In the left compartment were Dad’s personal archives, which consisted of a torn and tattered, stained cardboard box. In its previous life, it had held vegetables. But then Dad came, saved it from a life of ignorance, and raised it to the rank of master archive. Here Dad kept all his yellowing newspaper clippings that held concrete clues about spies. Important articles were circled, and every important or suspicious line was underlined. He pulled out a newspaper from last November and read it aloud with the dramatic voice of a news anchor:



Abducted Man Rescued from the Egyptians is Jewish

Man employed as interpreter at the Egyptian Embassy in Rome rescued at last moment. Egyptian intelligence planned to send him to Cairo in “diplomatic mail” suitcase.

Yesterday evening, Italian customs officers discovered a man hidden inside a large leather suitcase that two Egyptian diplomats wanted to load onto an Egyptian airplane. A customs official was shocked when he heard groans coming from the suitcase. He continued listening and heard a faint whispering: “Help! Murderers!” The Egyptians claimed that there were musical instruments in the suitcase. They fled in a van but were later apprehended.

The scene revealed was worthy of a Hitchcock film. A young man was bound to a wooden seat. His head had been fastened to the side of the suitcase with padded leather iron rings, his hands were tied behind his back, his bare feet were tied to wooden blocks nailed to the bottom of the suitcase, and his mouth was stuffed with cotton wool saturated with a sedative. As soon as the suitcase was opened, the man fainted.



The words “faint whispering” and “stuffed with cotton wool” had been heavily underlined in blue ink.

“Let’s do a little experiment. Close your eyes and open your mouth,” said Dad.

I closed my eyes and opened my mouth wide like I do at the dentist.


“Now put as much of your fist in your mouth as you can … That’s right. Now try to whisper.”

Of course I couldn’t get a word out! I just ended up choking and quickly pulled my hand back out of my mouth.

“If his mouth had been stuffed with cotton wool, how could he even talk?” Dad asked me while I checked my hand for toothmarks.

“But if he couldn’t talk, how was he discovered in the suitcase?” I wondered aloud.

“Because someone tipped the customs officers off! Someone ratted!” Dad exclaimed and stared at me like someone who knew what he was talking about. “If you don’t believe me, ask Uncle Fischel.”

Fischel! Again Fischel! I thought, remembering what my mother always exclaimed. Why must Dad always be overshadowed by his twin brother, the only survivor of Dad’s eight other brothers and sisters who were last seen getting on a train headed to the Treblinka extermination camp—no ticket required.



Chapter 5

As it happened, Dad’s theory about the informer was proven false the next day when I was at the barber’s. Not that Eisen the bald barber knew anything. But while I was waiting for my turn, I happened to come across an issue of HaOlam HaZeh, the weekly journal with the garish red-and-black front pages. It was about a year old and it was tattered and torn from being read over and over. I couldn’t ignore the huge headline on the back page:


The Life and Loves of Luke the Spy—The Man in the Suitcase



I sat down next to the paper and turned the pages with my right hand until I got to the middle. There, on a two-page spread, was the story of the spy. It turned out that no one had ratted on the smugglers. What happened was that the flight was delayed for two hours because of weather conditions, which gave time for the effect of the sedative to wear off, so he managed to spit out the gag and start yelling as loud as he could until someone heard him. There were also two other very interesting things in the story, and I hurried to tell them to Reuven.

“First of all, it seems that this is an established method of smuggling hostages—inside a suitcase. The method was actually invented by the Mossad—the Israeli intelligence service. And another thing: Luke himself admitted that he was a double agent and that he had gone on a special course for spies in Germany. In Germany!” I repeated emphatically. “The Germans continue to do everything to exterminate us.”

Reuven was silent and considered these new facts. I gave him a few moments to digest the information.

“Do you think our spy could be connected to Luke?” I asked.

“Statistically, the chances aren’t great. Something like one in a hundred thousand,” Reuven said, coming up with that figure in a matter of seconds. I trusted Reuven’s mathematical abilities entirely.

“That’s almost zero,” I murmured, extremely disappointed that we might not be part of a grand news story.

“Well, not really, if you consider that it’s more than one hundred times the chance of winning the lottery, and my dad does buy a lottery ticket every week. So the chance is definitely there, which means we can’t risk it. We have to catch our spy before he does any damage.”

That evening after dark, we returned to the narrow alley. Stooping over, we crept through yards full of guava and loquat trees. When we got near the spy’s apartment block, we changed to a crawl. The ground was hard and stony and hurt my knees. I tried not to think what my mother would say about my dirty clothes and followed Reuven. Reuven stopped under the balcony of the apartment and signaled. I looked up and saw the black socks still there, waving in the wind like a pair of upside-down bats. The door was closed.


“Let’s go to the other side,” said Reuven. We walked around the rectangular building. Eight windows gaped along the other side—one for each apartment, four to each story. Each of the apartments on the ground floor had a garden surrounded by an iron fence or hedge. We hopped into the yard under the third apartment and looked up. The shutters were open, and we could see a dark figure leaning over a table.

“I’m going up to take a peek,” whispered Reuven pointing at a chinaberry tree whose top reached the second floor. Next to the tree was an old refrigerator that somebody had dumped. I was about to warn him that it was dangerous, but he had already gripped the trunk and, with the agility of a monkey, shimmied up to sit in a fork of the tree.

“See anything?” I whispered to him.

“Not a thing. I’m going a little higher,” he whispered back, and grabbed at a branch above his head. He was swallowed up within the chinaberry’s tangled leaves. My duty was to keep watch. I listened closely to every sound, and every so often I looked around, ready to warn Reuven if anyone was coming.

Suddenly I heard a sharp crack. For a moment, I didn’t understand where it was coming from, but when I realized what it was, it was already too late. A terrified scream shattered the silence, followed, a moment later, by a loud bang. The ground shook beneath my feet. The branch that Reuven had been holding onto had snapped under his weight, and Reuven had plummeted down from the tree. I rushed to move the branch that lay across him and covered his body. Under the leaves I could see Reuven’s black curls. His arms and legs were spread out, and his face was smashed into the hard ground.

“Reuven? Are you okay?” I whispered in panic. There was no response.

“Reuven! Reuven!” I shook his shoulder gently but he didn’t move and didn’t respond. I gazed up into the high treetop. The leaves were moving slightly: shadowy, dark and threatening. I could see the jagged end of the broken branch at the top of the tree, one story up.

“Reuven! Reuven!” Trembling, I shook him a bit harder. I grabbed his wrist and pressed it with my thumb to feel for a pulse like I had learned in a first-aid course. I felt nothing. No heartbeat!



Chapter 6

I was terrified. Reuven was lying next to me motionless, and I was flooded with guilt. I shouldn’t have let him climb the tree! I should have looked up and warned him that the branch was too thin! How would I explain this to his parents? I didn’t know what to do!

Suddenly I heard a sound above. The third window opened, and the old man leaned over the railing and looked around. Now I was trembling with fear. Well, it wasn’t actually me who was trembling. Parts of my body were acting against my will: my teeth knocked against each other like tap-dance shoes, my skin was covered with goosebumps, and my stomach had contracted like a rusty spring. I realized the game was over. Reuven was dead, and it was all my fault. I decided to give myself up to the spy and beg for his mercy, although I didn’t exactly know what I had done that required begging for mercy. I stood up. That is to say, I wanted to stand up. But I couldn’t. A strong hand had grabbed me and was holding me in place.

“Is he still at the window?” It was Reuven’s voice.

“Reuven, you’re not dead?” I whispered into his ear. A surge of relief and joy flooded my heart.

“Of course I’m dead. This is my spirit talking to you.”

I looked down and saw the corpse starting to move.

“I was so scared. Are you okay?” I whispered to Reuven. My fear of the spy disappeared. Talking spirits only happen in fairy tales. Reuven was here, and there was nothing to worry about.

“I’m fine. I don’t want him to hear me,” whispered Reuven. “Is he still at the window?”

“He just this minute went in and closed the window. What happened to you? You scared me terribly. I was afraid you were dead,” I mumbled. “You didn’t have a pulse!”

“You checked the wrong side of my wrist. Also, if you had paid attention in first-aid class, you would know that you use two fingers to check for a pulse, not your thumb. I could barely keep from laughing. Admit you were thinking I was really dead,” snickered Reuven, but I could detect a hint of pain in his laughter.

“What are you jabbering about? I was just pretending,” I countered in a weak attempt to save face.

The moon came out from behind the clouds, and a moonbeam lit up Reuven’s face. A huge bump was forming on his forehead and there was a trickle of blood above his right eye.

“You hurt your face. You’re bleeding!” Not far from us, I saw a water hose attached to a faucet. I decided I would wet my shirt and use it to wipe his face. I opened the faucet but forgot to hold onto the hose first, and it started whirling around like a drunken snake. A strong gush of water sprayed all over Reuven.

“What are you doing, you idiot?” Reuven hissed. “Are you trying to drown me?”

“Oops! I didn’t mean to.” I closed the faucet and went over to Reuven. The water had washed the blood off his face. It wasn’t a very deep scratch.


“Does it hurt?” I asked, touching his forehead.

“Of course it hurts! You’re pressing on me with your hand.” Reuven pushed my hand away from his forehead.

I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to help, but everything I did just seemed to make things worse.

“Where does it hurt?” I asked hesitantly.

“My foot. I can’t move,” groaned Reuven.

“But I thought you hit your head. You have a giant bump!” I wasn’t ready to forgo my medical diagnosis just like that.

“It hurts there too, but not as much. I can’t move. Go call my dad to come and get me with his motorcycle,” begged Reuven.

“No need! I’ll take you myself.” To be honest, I was afraid of his parents’ reaction. I didn’t know how I would explain to them what had happened, so I decided I’d take care of this on my own. I didn’t think he looked very heavy, and I was sure it would be child’s play to carry him. I loaded him onto my shoulders and straightened up. His head hung on one side of me and his legs on the other. He whined that my sharp bones were jabbing him in his hips, but I figured he was just being fussy. I started to walk with my injured friend. I felt like a soldier in a war movie carrying his bleeding comrade from an inferno. At first it was easy enough, but after a few steps he started to get heavy. I could feel my knees starting to bend and buckle and I started swaying from side to side. I tried to keep moving forward, but somehow, earth’s gravity got me, and I collapsed in slow motion. Reuven slipped from my shoulders, unharmed.

“Call my dad, please,” he begged. I thought I deserved another chance before I gave up and decided to use another technique. I remembered from physics class that it is easier to pull a baby carriage rather than to push it, so I decided to implement this method. I grabbed Reuven’s shoulders and started to drag him. His feet thumped along the ground. It turned out that what is good for a baby carriage is not necessarily good for kids without one. What is certainly true is that no baby carriage ever complained the way Reuven did. He was screaming in pain.

“Owww! Enough! You’re breaking my legs!” he shrieked.

I dropped his shoulders and instead began dragging him by his feet. Now his head was bouncing along the ground. Clearly, my new, improved technique was actually not very effective. Reuven groaned some more and pleaded with me to leave him alone and run for his dad.

I swallowed my humiliation and dropped his legs. Unfortunately (that is, unfortunately for Reuven!), I didn’t realize that he was not prepared for me to let them go. His legs dropped like a stone and hit the ground again. He screamed in pain. I had no choice now. I had better do what he asked before my clumsiness caused him irreparable damage. I ran as fast as I could to his house. Panting and out of breath, I reached the iron gate at the entrance to their garden. A yellow lamp above the door cast a cone of pale light surrounded by a cloud of little bugs. The windows of the house were open wide, and I could see the blue flicker of their black-and-white television on the walls.

“Reuven’s dad! Reuven’s dad!” I yelled, hoping that I could be heard over the loud voices in Arabic coming from the television.

I didn’t have to wait long. A large dark shape covered the window, hiding the blue flicker. Then both of Reuven’s parents were standing in the doorway. Reuven’s dad asked what I wanted. I knew I must keep calm so they wouldn’t panic. Parents sometimes tend to exaggerate their concerns about their children. I put a soothing smile on my face and tried to speak quietly and calmly. But my body betrayed me again.

“Everything fine! There’s nothing to worry about!” I screamed hysterically.

“What’s happened to Reuven?” panicked his father. I don’t understand why parents always think something bad has happened. This time, however, I have to admit that it was not a bad guess.

“Nothing happened!” I tried to regain control of the situation. “He just broke his leg!” This gushed out of me in a squeal so high-pitched I would never have believed something like that could come out of my own vocal cords.

“Oh my! He’s broken his leg?” Reuven’s mother cried out. I realized that I might have exaggerated. Perhaps I had presented the facts incorrectly.

“Actually, I’m not sure it’s his leg. It might be his back,” I said in an attempt to comfort them and calm them down. “He can’t move and you need to take him to the hospital.”

I thought that Reuven’s mother was about to faint for some reason. But she quickly pulled herself together and spoke sharply to his father. “Go get the boy!” she ordered. “And why in the world do you let him play with him?”

She said “him,” but I knew she meant me. I wanted to answer that I was Reuven’s best friend, but she looked worried and upset, and I wasn’t sure how good a friend I was if I hadn’t been able to keep Reuven from falling, so I kept quiet.


Reuven’s father mumbled something incomprehensible from under his mustache. Reuven’s mother said, “Tell him never to come here again! Ever! I’m going to tell his mother. He’ll see what will happen!”

Again, she said “him” and, again, I knew she meant me. But I knew she was just saying that: there was no way she would really talk to my mother. “We have to hurry,” I said to Reuven’s dad. I didn’t want to be more specific, but I was afraid that the dangerous spy would go down and capture Reuven. I knew we needed to go rescue him before something awful happened.



Chapter 7

“Come! Show me where the boy is.” Reuven’s father was already pushing back the kickstand of the motorcycle, which was belching black smoke and chugging loudly. It was an old motorbike with a sidecar that had rusty patches marring the black paint. The front headlight was cracked, and the red reflectors on the back were peeling at the edges.

I sat down, trembling all over, in the three-wheeled sidecar. The metal seat was cold and hard. A gray, threadbare, wool blanket served as padding. I didn’t have to be a princess on a pea to feel uncomfortable, but I didn’t care. In a few moments I would be sailing!

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Reuven’s mother’s lips moving and mumbling. I’m no expert on lip-reading, but even if I were, I wouldn’t have been able to decipher a word. Reuven’s mother was praying in Iraqi Arabic, her native tongue. She reminded me of my parents. Not that they spoke Iraqi Arabic, and not that they ever prayed after what they had gone through during the Second World War, but they also reverted to their native language, Yiddish, every time they got excited or when they had to figure numbers. Whatever, her words faded in the wind, and I wasn’t listening. I was instead focusing on the glorious experience of riding in a sidecar, an experience I could usually only dream about.


The trip ended sooner than I wanted. If I hadn’t dragged Reuven closer to his home, I would have experienced another few meters of that wild ride. However, when we arrived where I had left Reuven, I found my worst fear had come true: Reuven was gone! He had disappeared.

“He was here!” I pointed to the place where I had left Reuven and looked at his father, hoping he would believe me.

“Are you sure?” Reuven’s father asked, his eyes dark and threatening.

“Yes … I … I think so.” I was trying to figure out how to tell Reuven’s dad that his son had been abducted by a ruthless spy, but the words stuck in my throat. I looked at the third window on the second floor. The shutter was still open, and I thought I could see someone tied to a chair inside. It was probably Reuven, desperately signaling for help. I was raising my arm to point toward him, when the wooden shutter was quickly slammed shut. I heard a loud shout and both Reuven’s father and I jumped.

“Dad! I’m here!” It was definitely Reuven’s voice, but it was coming from the opposite direction, not from the spy’s apartment. Could this be a misleading echo? I turned around and looked down the narrow alley that led to Olei Hagardom Street. My eyes stopped at the entrance to Zilbershtein the painter’s house. I blinked in disbelief. There sat Reuven in a deck chair. He was holding a cup in one hand and waving with the other. He called to us again, “I’m over here!”

I ran to him down the narrow alley. Thistles stabbed me, but I had to see that he was okay and it wasn’t a mirage (even though I knew that mirages only happen in the desert). His father followed behind, his steps slow and heavy, as if nothing were urgent. When I reached my best friend I realized that, yet again, my medical diagnosis had been incorrect. First I thought he was dead, then I thought he had broken his leg or his back, and now, seeing him sitting there like a prince, I realized that had he just gotten a little bump. I was slightly disappointed that I was so bad at medical diagnoses, but I took consolation in the fact that Reuven was okay. I knew that I shouldn’t be ashamed of making such mistakes. Everyone knows that medicine is not an exact science.

Zilbershtein the painter was a large man. He had gray hair and piercing blue eyes, which sparkled above his thick white beard. He looked like a kind-hearted Viking—not like a Diaspora Jew, like my parents. His clothes were always stained with plaster and paint. He lived with his wife in a ground-floor studio apartment. A small porch looked over a tiny garden with thorny rose bushes. Mrs. Zilbershtein was short and mean-looking. With her frizzy, wild gray hair, she reminded me of the witch who wanted to gobble up Hansel and Gretel. Dad had told me that, during the war, Zilbershtein escaped from the train that was taking him to the camps and joined the Polish partisans. Thanks to his Viking appearance, no one suspected that he was a Jew. When the war was over he searched for his wife. When he found her, she was a wreck, but he loved her so much that despite everything, instead of divorcing her, they immigrated together to Israel. Zilbershtein loved children and he always had candy for us in his pocket. Unfortunately, as much as he loved kids, she hated them. Maybe it was because they reminded her of the children she had once had and were no more. She would walk around the neighborhood with a gray, ugly poodle that looked as angry and grumpy as she did.

Now Reuven was sitting on a deck chair on the Zilbershteins’ porch. His face was clean, a small bandage was taped above his right eye, a wet handkerchief was pressed to his forehead, and his foot was in a bowl of water floating with ice cubes. But that was not all. What was even more incredible—unbelievable even—was Mrs. Zilbershtein, that evil “witch” of whom we were all scared, was offering Reuven cookies and chocolate. She was even stroking his hair. This was the first time I noticed that, despite her wild, unkempt hair, her face was gentle. She suddenly seemed less like a witch and more like a good fairy.

“Thank you so much, Mr. Zilbershtein. I am so sorry about the trouble my son has caused you,” said Reuven’s father. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him at home.”

“You have a sweet boy. We were glad to have him. A really smart kid,” said Zilbershtein and stroked Reuven’s head.

“Come and visit whenever you like,” added Mrs. Zilbershtein. “We always have juice and chocolate.” Reuven gave her a charming smile and nodded. No one paid any attention to me. Reuven sat there like a king, drinking raspberry squash and devouring cookies, and I, who had run like crazy and risked my life for him, was completely ignored.

“You can come with your friend too,” said Zilbershtein, regarding me. He paused for a moment, as if he was trying to recall something, then told me to remind my father to be ready tomorrow morning because they had work to do. I smiled at him and felt better.


“Come on, come on. Mother is waiting.” Reuven’s father urged the not-very-wounded Reuven.

Reuven tottered with a slight limp (maybe there was still some pain) and sat down by himself in the sidecar. I sat on the seat behind Reuven’s father and held onto his waist.

“This is the last time I will take you, and I don’t want you to meet that boy ever again,” Reuven’s father said to him. Again, he talked about me in third person. I didn’t for a second suppose that this was due to his great respect for me. He turned to me. “And as for his honor, he is lucky that nothing terrible happened, but I shall still speak to his father about it.”

Again third person. And why involve my parents? As if they had time for such stuff. The main thing, however, was that he didn’t make me get off. I didn’t want to lose another chance on a motorbike today, especially since this time I was riding like a grown-up. If only I had known what was in store for me.

“Are you holding on good and tight?” Reuven’s dad asked in a sly tone of voice.

“Yes,” I said, hugging his waist.

Reuven’s father pressed his foot on the accelerator and started the old motorbike. Reuven was in the sidecar, leaning back. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The sound of the chugging motor gave me a sense of peace and tranquility. Except that Reuven’s father apparently had other plans. A rocket to the moon is a crippled tortoise compared to the lurch that old bike suddenly made. Black, choking smoke curled from the exhaust, and the bike lunged like a raging bull released into a bullring. Who could imagine that such a wreck could reach such a crazy speed? The wind smacked me in the eyes and blew my hair straight back. I screamed in fear but couldn’t hear myself: that rocket-bike had probably crossed the sound barrier. I held onto Reuven’s dad’s waist as hard as I could, praying that I wouldn’t break into pieces as the motorized monster twisted and slalomed along the narrow street. The sidecar, with Reuven inside, was bouncing and bumping like a sailboat on stormy waters.

I don’t know how we managed to stop without a parachute to cut the momentum. The motorbike braked suddenly and my head bounced forward and then whipped back.

“You can climb off now. We’re here,” said Reuven’s father, amusement playing on his face. I couldn’t climb off, but to fall off and puke out my guts I managed easily. I looked for Reuven. A frog isn’t as green as he was. He carefully got out of the sidecar and stumbled in circles toward his house. His worried mother was waiting for him inside. She grasped him to her and kissed him breathlessly as she kept repeating, “Thank God you’re not paralyzed.” I guess something I’d said when I reported his mishap had caused her to jump to the wrong conclusion. Strangely enough, her joy at the fact that all his precious bones were intact was expressed by two ringing slaps to his cheeks. “I told you not to hang around with that boy! He’s too screwy!”

It was the second time that I had been insulted, but I held my tongue. I didn’t care if they call me “screwy” a hundred times a day if it meant that I could sit on a motorbike and feel the wind blowing in my face, thinking what a shame it was that the other kids in the neighborhood hadn’t seen me at my height of glory.

After Reuven’s mother settled her score with Reuven, she decided it was time to chase away his best friend. That was me, of course.

She turned to me. “Go home! Scram! Look what you’ve done to him!” Finally, she was addressing me directly.

What I did? I saved him! This is the thanks I get? It was another example of the virtuous being punished and the wicked rewarded! But I kept my thoughts to myself.

“Forget it. Boys will be boys. Thankfully, nothing awful happened,” said her husband. “I think they learned their lesson. Right?” He smiled at me sweetly. Though my nausea had not yet abated, I managed to screw my face into what I hoped was an agreeable smile. Reuven’s father moved toward me with big, heavy steps. He was a tall, husky man with a luxurious, black mustache under his nose, a thick mane of silvery hair and eyes as black as night. I saw his giant hand rising toward me. I froze with fear, and my feet were stuck to the ground as if they had grown roots. My smile disappeared and I closed my eyes, waiting for the slap I was sure was on its way. But instead of a blow, I felt a heavy, gentle hand stroking my head and a soft voice that said, “His honor should go home. His parents are probably very worried by now.”

I didn’t go straight home. I lingered outside a couple of minutes and peeked through the window. I saw Reuven’s father relaxing on the couch and lighting a cigarette. Reuven’s mother was putting dishes heaped with food on the table. Walking on tiptoe, I climbed over the rusty gate and stood under Reuven’s window. “Reuven,” I whispered. “Reuven! What did you see?” Reuven heard me and came to the window.

“I’m positive he’s a spy. I saw …” But before he could finish his sentence, his mother yanked him back inside and quickly slammed the wooden shutters.



Chapter 8

I went home. Mom, as usual, was hunched over her sewing machine, her glasses perched precariously on her nose.

“Just in time you came. Thread this green thread into the needle for me. I can’t. Be careful not to prick your finger.” With one hand, Mom handed me a red thread, and in the other she held a needle by the point, its eye toward me.

“But this thread is red. And I don’t need that. I won’t stab myself,” I said, refusing to take the silver metal thimble that she offered me. It was the only jewelry she wore besides her gold wedding ring.

“The green is right next to you. How can you not see it?” I asked. Mom made a strange movement with her lips but didn’t say anything. I was a little surprised, but not that much, and, happy to show off my tailoring skills, I took the green spool of thread, located the end and put it in my mouth. My saliva stiffened the end of the thread. Now it looked like a little swordfish. In one swift motion, I threaded it through the eye of the needle while Mom’s eyes followed my movements with concern.

“Double?” I asked. Mom nodded. I pulled one end until it was equal in length to the other, twisted the two threads between my index finger and thumb in a rapid rotating movement, and formed a knot between the two fingers of one hand. It was a trick Mom had taught me.


All that time, my mind was busy working. Today’s events flashed by me like a silent movie, minus the subtitles and piano accompaniment. The spy in boxer shorts. Reuven falling out of the tree. The motorbike ride. The Zilbershteins’ dog. Everything was mixed up in my brain like a gigantic, tossed salad. And I really hate vegetables.

The next morning, I was at school by seven. I was in the middle of a soccer game when Reuven burst onto the field and hauled me out.

“Come quick! I have to tell you something!” He dragged me into the nasty-smelling boys’ bathroom. We crammed ourselves into an unoccupied stall where a broken, lidless toilet was surrounded by a sea of toilet paper. The smell didn’t seem to bother Reuven a bit.

“I am now one hundred percent positive that he is a spy,” he whispered to me excitedly, his eyes gleaming with enthusiasm. “I saw …” Reuven opened the water valve of the toilet so that the noise would muffle his voice.

“What did you s—?” I started to ask, but Reuven clamped his hand so hard over my mouth he almost suffocated me.

“Shh! Why are you shouting? You want everyone to hear?” he whispered furiously.

“What did you see?” I stammered through the hand gagging my mouth.

“Before the branch broke, I looked inside the window and saw … Shh, someone’s coming.” Reuven stopped talking, and a second later we heard the bell for the start of class. He closed the water and we ran to class. On the way Reuven said, “I’ll come over to your place after school … Better yet, my sister won’t be home. Come over to mine.”


From the beginning, Reuven had warned me about shielding ourselves from his big sister. “She’s just like Susie, Jack’s annoying sister in The Secret Seven,” he had told me. We both knew all of Enid Blyton’s Secret Seven stories by heart. Reuven had stressed this to me because the first time I saw his sister, I had said she seemed nice. He had answered, “Sure, she seems nice. You’re not the one who has to share a room with her. I wonder if you’d still think so after even one day at my place. She shoves her nose into everything I do. She’s such a busybody. Exactly like Susie. I tell you.” Reuven repeated his warning now. I nodded my head in agreement. After all, no one can truly trust girls. Anyway, while we’re talking about The Secret Seven, I saw myself in the role of Peter, the gang’s leader, and I thought it fitting that Reuven should have the role of Jack, Peter’s best friend.

I was anticipating that Reuven would write me a note to tell me what he saw that convinced him, so I wasn’t paying attention when the teacher, Miss Miriam, called on me to answer a question about the spies in the Bible who spoke ill of Israel. Anyway, who has time to do homework?

I didn’t get an opportunity to speak to Reuven all day, because at recess, Miss Miriam called me into the teachers’ room, told me she’d noticed that I had not been very focused for a few days, and ordered me to sit outside the teachers’ room during recess and complete the homework I hadn’t done.

The bell that ended the day saved me. I quickly crammed my notebooks into my schoolbag and dashed home. Later that afternoon, I rushed over to Reuven’s house. He lived at the edge of the neighborhood in a single-story house, which was different from all the other two-story blocks with their eight one-and-a-half-room apartments. There was a chicken coop in the yard, and stairs in the back led to the roof on which a giant antenna received TV broadcasts from Egypt, Jordan, and even Lebanon. There was also a dovecote on the roof. Reuven had planned to train the pigeons to be carrier pigeons, but his mother had in mind a different future for them. Reuven had cried for two days and became vegetarian for a while.

I called to Reuven from outside. His mother came out onto the balcony, drying her hands on the apron that she always seemed to wear.

“Reuven’s not here! Scram! Go home,” she shouted at me, trying to get me to leave. Of course, I knew that Reuven was home, and she knew that I knew.

Reuven’s mother was tall and hefty. Her face was large and kind with soft wrinkles crossing the corners of her mouth. She fastened her black hair in a bun with black, snake-like twisted hairpins. She had black eyes and thick lips that always seemed angry to me.

“Why is your mom always mad at me? What have I done?” I had once asked Reuven.

“Never mind. Just ignore it. She thinks it’s your fault that I don’t study enough,” he’d said.

“But you do study. You’re the best student in class,” I argued.

“That doesn’t satisfy her. She wants to see me studying all the time or it doesn’t count, because to her, they are only marks and that doesn’t mean anything,” said Reuven, and it was kind of weird because his mother had never gone to school; she had helped Reuven’s grandfather in their vegetable store from a young age. His mom didn’t even know how to read and write. This was probably why it was important for her to see Reuven sitting and studying all the time. Perhaps one day he would fulfill her dream and become a famous lawyer.

“I came to do homework,” I shouted now. This was the magic password designed to persuade her of my honest intentions, but she had already disappeared into the house.

I stayed behind the iron gate and rusty fence and continued to call out, “Reu … ven! Reu … ven!”

Little yellow chicks cheeped at me, and the showy Arabian rooster crowed. I continued calling, “Reu … ven! Reu … ven!”

The brown wooden shutters of Reuven’s room squeaked and his curly head poked out the window. “Come in!”

I opened the noisy iron gate carefully so that none of the chicks would escape, and walked through the front door into a long corridor. The living room was on one side and Reuven and Aviva’s room was on the other. Reuven once had another sister, born before Aviva. Her name was Gila, and a photograph of her, framed in black, stood on the television. The photo showed a smiling girl of about three, with large black eyes and two curly pigtails that stuck out at the sides and reminded me of Pippi Longstocking, the strongest girl in the world. But Gila will never be the strongest girl in the world because shortly after that picture was taken, Gila chased a ball into the road and a passing truck, whose driver didn’t see her, left her a baby forever and inscribed eternal sadness on Reuven’s mother’s face.


I passed Reuven’s mom and gave her a tentative wave. She did not respond and went into the kitchen.

I walked slowly and carefully. I glanced into the living room. A large sofa covered with a flowered blanket stood in the middle of the room. The sofa was for guests during the day and opened into a double bed at night. In the summer, large green watermelons rolled around underneath it. Reuven’s Mom would wash the black watermelon seeds, salt them and put them on a large copper tray to dry on the front porch.

I continued in slow, measured steps, careful not to mark up the shiny floor, and entered a large room that had two wide, rusty iron beds, one for Reuven and the other for Aviva. Aviva was the prettiest girl I had ever seen. She had big brown eyes, two dimples, a sharp, aquiline nose between those dimples, and flowing hair that curled down onto her shoulders. Despite her beauty, though, I knew I must never forget that she couldn’t be trusted. I knew this for sure because, as I have already mentioned, she reminded me of Susie, Jack’s nosy sister in The Secret Seven.

Aviva wasn’t home, but just in case, I reminded Reuven that he must not tell her anything about the spy. He swore again that she didn’t have a clue about anything.

I could hear sounds of running water and dishes being washed from the kitchen. Reuven motioned to me to be very quiet. He nimbly slipped under his sister’s bed and I crawled in after him, bumping into something big and hard that rattled. Reuven told me that this was a box with his sister’s collection of keys.

“So … what did you see?” I asked impatiently.


“At first, the house seemed just like all the others in the neighborhood. You know … a rusty iron bed, a small table, an old-fashioned refrigerator. The kind you put ice in the top, like before. But then,” Reuven added, “just before falling out of the tree, I noticed a huge black suitcase in there!”

Under the bed, even in the dark, I could see his eyes sparkling. Reuven paused as if his discovery deserved applause.

We had just found the missing link that connected everything together! I cried out with enthusiasm. “A suitcase! Why, it’s just like …”

“Exactly. Just like the spy in the suitcase,” Reuven continued. “I was up all night trying to figure out why he might need such a huge suitcase in his apartment. But you know, there’s a little problem.”

“What problem?”

“Well … if he entered Israel in the suitcase, how, possibly, did he carry himself?” Reuven asked, looking at me with his clever eyes, waiting to see if I got the point.

“Aha!” I yelled, jumping to his expected conclusion. “In other words, he must have a partner. There must be another spy in our neighborhood!”

“I told you so,” said Reuven proudly.

“But actually, there’s something else,” he added, and dropped his bomb. “I don’t really think the spy arrived here in the suitcase.”

“He didn’t?”

“Nope. I think he’s going to use it to escape from here!”



Chapter 9

“What are you doing under the bed? You’re getting your clothes all dirty. Get out of there at once. And get him out too!” Reuven’s mother’s tone left no question about obeying.

“Oof. Let’s get out of here fast, before she gets really mad,” whispered Reuven. “Last time she swept me out with the broom.”

“Okay, okay! We’re coming out,” he called, and we emerged from under the bed. We stood up, brushed off the dust and headed toward the door. Reuven’s mom looked at us with a look of pure displeasure.

“Where are you going? What about your homework? When are you going to do it?”

“It’s not for tomorrow. I can do it tomorrow!” answered Reuven, and we ran out into the street.

We walked along the length of Olei Hagardom Street, passing Zilbershtein’s house and the garden center. We entered the park and walked along the pebble path bordering the circular lawn. On the north side was an elevated stage surrounded by a little trench where once water had flowed and goldfish had swum, but which now looked like a sewage ditch filled with broken bottles and garbage. Pine trees surrounded the path, and a thicket of prickly bushes grew along the fence. We found a small hidden corner.


“The spy obviously has a partner,” said Reuven, “and according to the math, the partner must live in this neighborhood.”

Reuven’s enthusiasm scared me. One spy, we could handle—but two? It seemed a bit dangerous for two boys like us. What if the spy had a gun? What if, at this very moment, he was telling his partner about the two of us and they were planning to rub us out? I was thinking of suggesting to Reuven that we should just call the police and let grown-ups deal with the spies. I mean, even in Eight on the Track of One, the children got help from adults. On the other hand, I recalled that Peter from the Secret Seven said you only go to the police when there is concrete, cut-and-dried evidence.

I parted the thorny bushes and looked toward the road. I was trying to figure out how to say all this to Reuven without sounding like a coward. The street was deserted except for a short man standing near the bus stop, his back toward us. The streetlamps flickered and I could hear the buzz of the electric current. A faint beam of light illuminated the bus stop. The bus chugged its way to the stop and braked with a loud squeal. Some people got off and hurried to their homes. The man got on the bus and the bus proceeded to the next stop.

“That’s him! That’s him!” screamed Reuven straight into my ear, forgetting all the cautionary rules. A person born deaf and a kilometer away could have heard that scream. I, on the other hand, have excellent hearing—that is to say, I had excellent hearing until that moment. For a long time after that scream, I heard ringing in my ears. It may explain why it became hard for me to hear my mother telling me not to climb trees, not to enter the house with sand in my shoes, and a lot of “nots” that for some reason I never seemed to obey.

I didn’t get a chance to ask who “him” was, because a strong jet of water struck us just then. The park’s sprinklers turned on precisely at that moment. We jumped up to escape the torrents of water and ran, soaked to our skin, until we were out of range of the sprinklers. We sat down on a dry bench at the edge of the park.

“Did you see him?” asked Reuven. His wet curly hair was clinging to his head.

“Who?” I asked, wringing out my soaking shirt.

“The spy! He got on the bus at that stop. Didn’t you see?” Reuven cried excitedly.

“But why would he get on?” I said, “The next stop is the end of the line. People just get off at this stop.”

“He’s probably trying to shake off a tail!” said Reuven. “This is a classic precautionary measure! Never take the same route twice. Come on! Let’s cut through the park and get to the final stop before the bus does!” Reuven took off, racing headlong through the park even though the sprinklers were furiously spraying water. We didn’t care. We weren’t made of sugar and, anyway, we were already soaking wet. The pebbled trail we ran along was familiar to us from the sixty-meter sprints we did in gym class. Our soaking clothes might have hampered our running, but I’m sure I broke the class record, and maybe even the school’s. I wish I had had a stopwatch to time myself.

We got to the terminal of the number-sixty bus and hid behind the trunk of a huge poplar tree across from the stop. We peeked out, our heads poking out from either side of the tree, and watched as the bus came to a nice, slow stop. We heard the swish of air from the opening doors. Two women got off the bus. One was short and dressed in a long, green dress. She looked from side to side, and then set out slowly, disappearing around the corner. The second woman was also short. She was wearing a white dress and holding a heavy shopping basket. She walked quickly to the nearest alley. We waited for the spy to get off. No spy appeared. The bus doors closed with a strong hiss, and the bus started off along its way. The spy had disappeared as if the earth had swallowed him up.

“He’s not there!” I whispered to Reuven.

“I don’t get it. I saw him get on the bus with my very own eyes. He had to get off here,” muttered Reuven.

“Maybe he stayed on the bus?” This seemed to me a reasonable conjecture.

“Can’t have. I looked very carefully. There was no one else on the bus. Anyway, the driver always makes everybody get off at this station.”

This was definitely very strange. A grown-up, even if not especially tall, had simply disappeared into thin air. We came out from behind our hiding place and watched the bus as it continued along its route, turning onto Hahagana Street and slowly driving to the first bus stop. We looked to our left and our right, ahead and behind. There was absolutely no trace of the old man. This was so strange that I actually looked up at the sky—maybe he had sprouted wings and flown away? But the sky was clear of old flying men.

Where had he disappeared to? Had the bus actually swallowed him?



Chapter 10

We got to the first stop, just across from the final stop. We saw the bus turn round the corner and come toward us.

“The bus is coming. Let’s check it out,” I suggested to Reuven and pulled him behind another tree.

The bus arrived and stopped. The driver got out. Attached to the post near the stop was a travel log, with a large analog clock locked in a little glass box hanging above. Standing with his back to us, the driver used the pen tied to the timetable with a jute string to write his bus number and the time he would next be setting out. This was the opportunity we were waiting for.

“Follow me,” I whispered to Reuven. Nimbly, we jumped into the bus through its open front door and then ran, hunched over, down its length, searching all the seats to the right and the left and behind them. The bus was absolutely empty. There was no spy in it.

“He’s not here. Let’s go,” I whispered to Reuven.

“The driver is coming! Quick! Hide!” Reuven pointed toward the driver, who had turned around and was climbing up the bus’s stairs. We crouched down and hid behind the back seats, cramped and trembling. I was afraid the driver would see us in his mirror and report us to the police.

The driver got comfortable in his seat, lit a cigarette and blew clouds of gray smoke out the open window. Then he started the bus, closed the front door and headed toward the next stop.

The bus got to the next stop, which was directly across from the one where the spy had gotten on. The driver tossed his lit cigarette butt through the window and opened the front door. People got in and sat down in the seats in front of us. Nobody noticed us. Now it would be easier. We slid over, sat down behind a woman of large dimensions and waited for our chance. The bus continued down Etzel Street. It stopped at the corner of Eilat Street, just before the right turn toward the Ramat Gan fire department. I was sitting on the left side. Through the window I saw some large army trucks near a military encampment erected opposite the Yeshurun School. A barbed-wire fence surrounded small khaki-colored pup tents that had been set up around a circular central space. In the center of the camp was a tall flagpole, and on it, slightly drooping, fluttered our flag: the blue-and-white Israeli flag with the Star of David in the center. At one end of the camp was a large tent set up with wooden tables and giant pots. This was probably the dining room and kitchen. A large water tank on wheels stood at the side of the tent, and next to that, some huge garbage bins.

I stared with curiosity. An army base in our neighborhood? This was something new! I saw soldiers walking around among the small tents. A bored-looking guard, his head drooping and his big rifle resting on his shoulder, sat staring at the ground. Then I saw him! There was not even the least shadow of a doubt. The same gray pants, black coat, and strange fedora. The spy who had escaped from us was frantically rummaging in the garbage cans. He took something out, stuffed it with the dexterity of a magician under his black coat and hurried to get away from there.

“Reuven! Reuven!” I tried to whisper to him to look, but he was looking the other way and by now the bus had come to Negba Street and the base had disappeared behind us.

More people boarded the bus at the next stop. It continued its way along Negba Street and then turned right into HaRoeh Street. At the next stop, someone rang the bell, and the driver opened the back door. This was the opportunity we’d been waiting for. We pushed aside the people standing in front of us and fled from the bus.

“I saw him!” I yelled to Reuven once we were out of the bus. “The spy was in the army base and stole something out of their trash bins.”

“What was it?” Reuven asked.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t see.”

“Probably some secret documents,” concluded Reuven.

“Secret documents? In the trash?” I couldn’t hide my disgust.

“Sure. In the trash,” said Reuven.

“But you’re supposed to burn confidential documents,” I said.

“Not always. Sometimes people are lazy, or they make a mistake and throw a letter or a draft of a document into the trash,” explained Reuven. “Every novice detective knows it’s always a good bet to start looking in trash cans.” Well, I hadn’t known that, but I supposed he was right.

“But how could it be him? We saw him get on the bus at that stop. There’s no way he could have managed to get here so quickly. Maybe you were mistaken?” Reuven suggested.


“What are you trying to suggest? That I can’t remember a face?” I was one hundred percent certain I wasn’t wrong. I had to find an explanation for how the spy had managed to get to the stop before the bus had. He didn’t look like the champion Israeli runner of the year. In fact, he could barely walk.

My mind worked frantically. For a moment, I thought perhaps the spy had disguised himself as one of the old ladies while on the bus. I immediately ruled this out because when he got on the bus he hadn’t been carrying a bag in which he could have hidden any clothes. Then I thought, maybe he had gotten off the bus somewhere between stops, but ruled that out too because drivers are forbidden to stop anywhere except at actual bus stops.

Suddenly it dawned on me. There was only one place he could possibly have gotten off. I felt the same satisfaction I get when I solve a complicated math problem.

“Reuven, do you know why he didn’t get off the bus at the end of the line?” I asked.

“Why?”

“Because only people who are in the bus get off at the end of the line.” I emphasized the word “in” and Reuven understood instantly. It was no wonder we were soul buddies. He smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Ouch!” he screamed in pain. I guess he had forgotten about that bump on his forehead.

“I get it! We saw him getting on at the front, but he didn’t stay on the bus. He immediately got off at the back door, at the same stop. He fooled us like we were rookies,” said Reuven.


“Let’s run back,” I said.

“Why? There’s no way we’ll catch up to him!” Reuven said.

“To dry off,” I said. “Like the race in Alice in Wonderland.”

We ran side by side in silence, wet and muddy and trying to warm up. We didn’t have anything to say. The ease with which that spy had tricked us enraged me, and I was furious at how stupid I’d been. Suddenly I understood that this was a very clever, wily opponent we were dealing with, and he couldn’t be underestimated. We were not characters in a story where you know that the good guys always win in the end, and the question is only when and how. It was totally possible that our spy didn’t accept the role we had cast him in without his knowledge—to be our quarry. Maybe we were the bad guys and he was the good guy from his point of view. In the real world, nobody could be sure that this wouldn’t end badly for us. After all, we were just a couple of kids.

The elusive, mysterious image of the man in the black coat drifted in front of my eyes: a thin man with a faded black fedora on his head and black-framed glasses on his nose. At first glance, he wouldn’t seem any different from the neighborhood grocer, tailor, or shoemaker. But I knew a good spy would blend into his environment. Suddenly I remembered who he reminded me of: that Nazi murderer Adolf Eichmann. A picture of him in the glass booth at his trial had appeared in all the papers. I shivered in fear.



Chapter 11

We ran along the road and then up the steep part. It was getting dark. On our right was a spooky orange grove surrounded by majestic cypress trees that protected the oranges from the wind.

“Maybe we should cut through the orange grove,” I suggested.

“No way! The guard there shoots salt bullets at whoever enters. They really hurt,” said Reuven.

We continued on until Eilat Street, where we turned left. We were a bit tired by now, and we slowed to a walk. To our left was the Beit Hahaim Cemetery. The name means “House of the Living,” which I think is a pretty funny name for a cemetery.

Reuven and I had heard lots of stories about spirits who go out at night, walk among the graves and look for victims to kidnap. Once we did a test of bravery. We walked the entire length of the cemetery. We did it three times: once at noon, once at twilight and then once on a dark moonless night. After the nighttime exercise I can say pretty much with certainty that ghosts obviously are afraid of kids running around and screaming, “Mommy! Mommy!” in terror. It’s got to be true, because that night not one single ghost rose out of its grave, and the only bones that rattled didn’t belong to a skeleton out for a walk. They belonged to me!


“Let’s cut through the cemetery,” said Reuven, so we climbed over the gate. The cemetery was quiet and still and the tombstones loomed as we ran between them. Even though I knew that there are really no such things as ghosts and spirits, I was a tiny bit afraid. That is to say, I was shaking all over from fear. But I didn’t want Reuven to think that I was a coward, so I just ran as fast as I could until we got to the other side. Only then did I let myself slow to an easy walk.

“I won,” I shouted to Reuven, panting.

“But we weren’t racing. We were running to dry out,” protested Reuven.

“At the beginning we were running to dry out. But then we were racing. And I won.” I laughed.

“That’s not fair. If I’d known, I would have beaten you,” said Reuven, aiming a kick at me. I dodged him easily. We were wet, it was cold, and we had to go home. I watched Reuven turn left on Hatfutzot Street, and I started walking toward my house. I could see the lights of the army compound at the corner of Etzel and Eilat Streets in the distance. A yellowish glow came from the kitchen tent, and the pup tents looked like little pyramids. It was late and I knew Mom would already be angry that I hadn’t gotten back in time for dinner, so I decided that a few more minutes wouldn’t make any difference. I had to know what the spy had taken out of the garbage cans.

I bent over and moved slowly and carefully under the barbed-wire fence, aiming toward the kitchen trash cans. I heard people talking. The dining room was empty, and here and there I saw the glow of a cigarette. I was just approaching where the spy had pulled out the secret material, when I heard a shout that made my heart stand still.

“Halt! Who goes there?” It was the guard. He had spotted me. What was I supposed to do now? How to get out of this mess? I dropped down and lay on the ground.

“Password!” shouted the guard.

I pressed my face to the ground like an ostrich. I held my breath and grabbed my head with both hands. I didn’t utter a word (not that I could have if I had wanted to, because my mouth was stuffed with sand). I was terrified that if I tried to speak, the soldier would think I was trying to make up a password and would shoot me. Suddenly, I felt a sharp blow to my side. I raised my head and saw a giant, menacing figure looming over me. From below, the soldier looked enormous. The light from behind him blinded me. I only saw the ominous silhouette of his heavy army boot that had kicked at me and his angry face in shadow. The barrel of his rifle was pointed at me.

“Kid! What are you doing here?” he roared.

“I …” I tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t upset him too much.

“You shouldn’t be here! C’mon. Get up!” he yelled, urging me along with some small kicks.

“Oww! Oww! Stop …” I tried to raise my bruised and wounded body up off the ground.

“You scared me! I almost shot you!” The soldier sounded angry and grumpy. His huge rifle was pointing right at me. I straightened up slowly with my hands above my head, praying for him not to shoot me. The soldier looked at me and lowered his rifle.


“Oh, for goodness sake! Put your arms down. It’s not the Wild West here,” he said, more relaxed. Now that I was standing, the soldier didn’t seem so tall anymore. In fact, he was pretty short for a soldier. Just about my height. I lowered my hands carefully and wiped them on my pants to clean off the sand sticking to them. The soldier shouldered his rifle, which was almost as long as he was tall. I recognized it easily. It was a “Czechi”—a Czech long-barreled rifle. Reuven’s father had brought home such a rifle during reserve duty once. He had taught Reuven how to disassemble and reassemble it blindfolded. One day, Reuven found the rifle stashed under the bed and snuck it up to the roof. There, next to the dovecote, he had explained to me how the gun is divided into three parts: barrel, body, and butt. But he said he would only allow me to touch the butt, because a rifle is a very dangerous thing, and only someone well trained, like him, should ever handle live firearms.

“Are you still here? Scram! Don’t ever show your face around here again. Next time I’ll shoot you without a second thought!” The soldier’s voice sounded more amused than angry, but before I could move, he kicked my backside like someone trying to score a penalty shot. If I hadn’t made my getaway fast, he would have kicked me again.

Uncle Fischel once told me about guards who gave their prisoners the opportunity to try to escape just so they could compete with each other to see who could hit the escaping prisoner on the run. This was much more fun for them than shooting at a stationary target. I was terrified that this was what the guard was up to, so I ran as fast as I could in a zigzag pattern, leaning my body to the side to make it harder for him to hit me. I scurried through the fence and then cautiously peeked back. The soldier was ambling toward the kitchen tent, his rifle slung over his shoulder like a broomstick. But he no longer interested me. Instead, my eyes were fixed on a shadowy figure snooping in the trash behind him. I strained my eyes, and I’m pretty sure of what I saw. I recognized that black coat and droopy hat. Absolutely! It was our mysterious spy. He had returned to collect more classified material.

I recalled the spy in Eight on the Track of One. He also had set up his headquarters near a military base. Now I understood why our spy had chosen to settle in our poor suburb of Ramat Gan. Obviously, he had advance knowledge that an army base was going to be set up here, and he had been sent to spy and gather information about our military activity. He must not be allowed to pass this information to our enemies. We had to stop him at all costs.

I wanted to go back and tail him, but I was afraid. That nervous little soldier might change his mind and shoot me or kick me again. I went home, but my mind couldn’t rest. Here was a spy collecting confidential material from a military base and a soldier was allowing him to do so. There was no way that soldier hadn’t seen him. So why hadn’t he stopped him? Was that soldier a traitor too?



Chapter 12

When I got home, I stretched out on the narrow bed. It was covered in a horrid green bedspread that couldn’t hide how ugly the bed itself was. I lay on my back and rested my legs against the wall, my toes pointing to the ceiling. I closed my eyes and thought about our mysterious spy. What was he hiding under his jacket? An envelope? A box? I tried to picture him as hard as I could, but it was useless.

I remembered once reading that hypnosis can be used to recall past events and dredge up information suppressed in one’s subconscious. Perhaps while that soldier had been threatening me, I had also seen what the spy took. Maybe if I could get that picture back in my mind, I could figure it out. Who would be able to hypnotize me, I wondered? Did I know anyone who knew how to hypnotize? Then I remembered that the article had also said that there was such a thing as self-hypnosis. One could hypnotize oneself by looking at something shiny moving back and forth slowly and regularly, like the pendulum of a wall clock. I went over to Mom’s jewelry box and took out a heart-shaped pendant. I sat on the bed, turned on the reading lamp and held the chain so the pendant was at eye-level. It swayed left and right in small, gentle movements. I whispered to myself, “You are looking at the pendant. Your limbs are getting heavy. You feel like your body is filling with lead. You are at peace. You are calm. Your eyes are slowly closing!” But nothing happened. That is nothing except that my arm started to hurt, my neck was bent like a flamingo’s, and my eyes began tearing because of the light shining straight into them.

I switched hands and started moving the pendant again, this time more vigorously. So vigorously, in fact, that my eyes could barely follow it. Suddenly the pendant stopped moving. At first I thought I had succeeded. But I quickly found out I was wrong. Instead of putting myself into a hypnotic trance, I had put myself into a very dangerous situation. The pendant was ripped from my hand. Instead of seeing the spy’s face in my imagination, I saw the very real face of my mother standing in front of me, her face livid with fury. I knew she didn’t like me going through her things, and I quickly tried to think of an explanation that would get me out of this jam. Mom didn’t waste words. She held the pendant and snapped that this was a gift from Dad and not some child’s plaything. I was about to ask her how come when she needed the dishes washed she didn’t consider me a child, and to tell her that my bar mitzvah was coming up, and she should relax because nothing would happen to her pendant. But when I saw how she clutched it to her heart with both hands, I realized I had better shut up. She put it back in the box and locked it, and then scolded me for having my feet against the wall because I was making it dirty. I retorted that the wall was already dirty. I wasn’t lying. I had dirtied it yesterday.

I was sure that, had I had a few more tries, I would have managed to hypnotize myself and crack the secret, but now it wasn’t going to happen. This was really bad. Soon the image would disappear from my memory, just like dreams if you don’t write them down immediately when you wake up. They just fade away and disappear forever.

“Sit and eat. I worked hard like a mare to make you this food.”

“Mule. The expression is worked like a mule,” I tried to regain some crumbs of self-respect by correcting her Hebrew, which I did constantly.

“Listen, boychik. Maybe I never took Hebrew lessons, and maybe I don’t know all your fancy expressions, but I do know how I worked. And that was like a mare! So sit down and eat!” Mom wasn’t in the mood for linguistic education.

I sat down at the brown wooden table. A thick plate of glass covered it, under which were black-and-white photographs of me when I was a toddler and one of my parents holding me and smiling. Mom ladled out chicken soup for Dad and me, adding some broad soup noodles to each bowl. We broke off chunks of the dark bread for ourselves. Mom herself didn’t sit down to eat with us. The meal passed silently. Mom and Dad didn’t have much to say to each other, and I was trying—unsuccessfully—to reconstruct in my mind the picture where the spy was pulling the stuff out of the trash.

“I’m not hungry anymore,” I said and got up from the table.

“But you didn’t eat a thing. At least eat a bit of chicken,” Mom begged.

“I ate a lot. My stomach is bursting,” I answered and headed to my bed.

“At least go take a shower first,” Mom ordered.

“I took a shower yesterday. Don’t they encourage us to ‘conserve every drop’?” I hated showering in our tiny shower stall with the rusty shower head that allowed only a weak dribble of water from the leaky boiler, so I tried to use national pride as an excuse.

“Well, at least you must wash your feet.” Mom abandoned the shower idea and started filling a bowl with hot water. The white enamel paint was cracked all over, revealing spots of rusty iron that had the shapes of weird animals.

I sat on a stool and washed my feet. Meanwhile, Dad put on a checkered apron and began washing the dishes. He looked so comical: a slight, skinny man, dressed in clothes that were about two sizes too large as if he were expecting to grow into them by next year. I went into the bedroom, pulled my folding bed out of the tiny closet and opened it alongside the window. I closed the wooden shutters. Light from the streetlamp permeated through the slats. I took my savings box and held it close. I could smell the lingering scent of coffee. I imagined that it was actually the fresh genuine-leather scent of the soccer ball I dreamed about. I stashed the can of money under my pillow, laid my head down and listened. I could hear the chirp, chirp of crickets in the yard, and the clank, clank of the sewing machine in the living room. I could picture Mom leaning over the needle going up and down, turning the hand wheel, and pumping her foot against the large, ornate pedal that looked to me like some decoration on the gate of a fort. To me, the sewing machine sounded like the clickity-clack of a typewriter.



Chapter 13

“The spy went back to the army base afterward and stole some more secret material from the garbage,” I told Reuven the next day.

“Did you see what he took?” Reuven’s eyes glinted with curiosity, and he stretched out his hands to me as if he expected me to place the answer into them.

“Tss.” Sometimes instead of saying “no” we would click our tongues and make a “tss” sound. “It was dark, and I was far away.” I described to Reuven how I had watched the spy going to the garbage bins, and how I had leaped from one dumpster to another to stay hidden, and how I had crept on my belly, just like the Native American Winnetou, Old Shatterhand’s friend in Karl May’s adventure stories. I watched Reuven’s face while I spoke. I saw his mouth gaping and his eyes staring, and I’m sure that, if I had brushed his hair aside, I would have seen his ears standing erect. He didn’t say a word, but I sensed he understood exactly what I had gone through in those moments of fear and anxiety. When I got to the part where the soldier kicked me, he grabbed his right side as if the soldier’s heavy boot was kicking him at that very moment, and I could see the pain on his face. I didn’t want to ruin the image, so I left out the part about the humiliating kick to my backside. Instead, I exaggerated a little bit how I almost got killed.


“And then the soldier told me to skedaddle from there and ‘make it fast.’ I knew he was about to shoot me in the back. If I hadn’t run in a zigzag, I’d be dead now for sure.” It wasn’t lying because I really did run in a zigzag and thought I felt bullets flying overhead.

“I didn’t hear any gunshots,” said Reuven. “I wasn’t so far away.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted. “I bet he had a silencer on the rifle.” The more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself that that was really what had happened, and I could even see the sparks from the shells of the bullets that missed me.

“I would have been shaking in my boots if I had been there instead of you,” said Reuven. “You’re simply …” He didn’t finish the sentence, he just slapped me on the back with a whack that nearly broke me into pieces. But who cared? I knew what he meant and I was thrilled. What can be more important than hearing your best friend say that you are one of a kind? “Try to remember what he took. It’s really important,” he said, as if now, after that thump on the back, I would suddenly be able to recall everything I had seen.

I was contemplating whether to tell him about my attempt at self-hypnosis with the pendant but it suddenly seemed ridiculous to me, so I just said, “I spent all night trying to remember, but I couldn’t.” Which was the truth, but without the elaboration.

“Okay. So let’s meet at five near the bus stop and we’ll follow him,” declared Reuven. “I never had any doubts that he is a spy, but now that we’ve seen him stealing confidential military documents, I’m a million percent sure that he is a dangerous spy.”

Reuven said “dangerous” in a weird, scary tone, and he looked at me as if he was checking my resolve to go all the way. He must have been reading my mind, so I hesitated before I brought up my old idea again because I didn’t want him to think that I was afraid of the spy. Instead, I wanted to try to convince him that my idea made a lot of sense.

“So … maybe we should tell an adult? Or the police? Or maybe Zilbershtein the painter? After all, he was a partisan. He must be an expert at such things, mustn’t he?” I suggested.

“Your dad was also a partisan,” said Reuven, who remembered what I had told him about my father. I didn’t want to disappoint him, but I also didn’t want to admit that I had made everything up because I was ashamed of my dad, who had never actually fought against the Germans and wasn’t even called for reserve army duty. Luckily, Reuven didn’t wait for an answer.

“It’s not the time yet. We need to catch him red-handed,” said Reuven.

I nodded in agreement. On second thoughts, I figured it was better we catch the spy on our own and not have to share the glory with all sorts of adults who joined in at the end and did nothing except be “responsible” adults.

* * *

There was a huge noticeboard across from the bus stop. Reuven was hiding behind it. I was behind Widow Schwartz’s milk crates on the other side of the street. Mrs. Schwartz delivered the milk. We were each carefully observing a different sector while keeping each other in sight. We were waiting for the spy to appear again. An hour passed and nothing happened. The spy didn’t show. Reuven signaled to me to go over to him.

“He could be near the army base,” said Reuven. “Maybe we should go there.”

We walked up Etzel Street toward Eilat Street. We passed the Yeshurun religious school, whose playground bordered the Ramat Gan fire department. On the left was Photo Guez camera shop. Black-and-white photographs of last Saturday’s Amidar soccer game were taped up in the window. The photo right in the middle showed Cohen soaring through the air, his body parallel to the ground, his arms spread like the wings of a plane, and a blurry black-and-white ball bouncing off his forehead. During the week, Cohen emptied dumpsters into a garbage truck and then yelled, “Go!” to the driver, but on Saturday, dressed in the blue uniform of the Ramat Amidar soccer team, he was a flying prince. I so wanted to be like him.

The army base was quiet. A bored soldier in a crumpled uniform, his giant Czech rifle hanging over his shoulder, stood and smoked a cigarette near the entrance.

We found a hidden corner where we could observe what went on. White smoke was rising from the edge of the camp across from the garbage cans. Reuven declared that the smoke was from the incinerator where they burned the secret documents.

“I once saw a movie where they took a paper that had been burned and completely restored it. Do you think maybe the spy will try to do the same?” I asked Reuven. He said that could very well be, and then he told me to watch the incinerator while he kept his eye on the garbage.

It wasn’t easy for me to sit stock-still in ambush focusing on one spot. After a while I started to get bored, and my eyes started wandering. I saw soldiers walking around aimlessly and a few cats roaming among the garbage cans. Besides that, nothing. The time passed agonizingly slowly and our spy didn’t appear. The white smoke had dissipated a long time ago and night was falling. The streetlights came on one by one. Mothers went out on their balconies or to their windows shouting for their children to come home. We decided to give up. I heard my mother’s raspy voice and I knew I had better start heading home if I didn’t want to get yelled at for the dinner that was getting cold because of me.

I ascended the three porch steps in one giant leap, opened the door and walked in. I was expecting to see Dad immersed in his newspaper and Mom warming up food on the kitchen stove, but instead they were sitting next to each other looking grim. I looked quickly at the clock. This couldn’t be about me—I was on time.

“What happened? Why are you like this?” I thought that maybe Mom was angry because I hadn’t come home immediately, but it turned out that there was an entirely different reason.

“Sit down. We have something to tell you,” said Dad. He rested his elbows on the table and folded his hands together, making a huge fist with his fingers.

“Sit,” he repeated, and with a grave look on his face, pointed to the chair next to him. It was very strange to see Dad behaving the way he used to before the convalescent home and to see Mom sitting quietly, waiting for him to speak.

I figured that something terrible must have happened. Maybe Uncle Fischel had died? What else could cause a change like this in Dad if not the shock of his brother dying? I walked mutely toward the chair.

“Wait a minute. Let the child eat something first,” said Mom. She placed a bowl of chicken soup with noodles in front of me.

I sat down on the chair, put one foot over the other and rubbed my thumbs together, which is what I always do when I’m embarrassed or nervous.

“Mom is going abroad tomorrow,” said Dad seriously, as if this was the greatest tragedy in the world. I felt a huge surge of relief knowing that Uncle Fischel was okay. I knew Mom didn’t like him that much—that is to say, I knew that she couldn’t stand him, but I actually liked him quite a bit. But I was still surprised.

“Why is she going abroad all of a sudden?” I asked in amazement. “I didn’t think we had money for such a thing.”

“She’s going to Germany,” said Dad. He looked me straight in the eye, as if he were trying to hint at something I couldn’t understand. I looked at Mom. She didn’t say a word.

“Germany? Are you kidding? I thought you hated Germans. We never buy anything ‘made in Germany’ even though it might be considered the best in the world.”

“Mom isn’t going for a vacation. She’s going to do some tests,” said Dad, wrapping my hands in both of his, just like he used to do when I was a kid and we used to stroll in the garden, and my tiny hand would soak up the warmth and security from his large, warm, gentle hand.

I panicked. I didn’t know Mom was sick. My eyes started to fill with tears.

“What kind of tests?” I choked. I resisted going over to her to hug her. I’m not a little kid anymore.

“Don’t worry. She’s not sick. These are routine inquiries for receiving compensation. And don’t cry. Act like a man,” said Dad. But his eyes were also moist.

“What compensation? Why?” I asked.

Dad’s deep-set blue eyes turned to Mom, as if he expected her to answer, but she just looked at him for a moment, then turned and went into the kitchen without saying a word. She stood in front of the sink and began washing dishes.

“Compensation for the two years she was like a slave in the camp. Worse than a slave,” Dad eventually said.

“But you once said you would never take money from the Germans, that you wouldn’t forgive what they did, and that it is a disgrace to take money. I heard you tell Uncle Fischel that you would never take compensation from the Nazis because it would be like forgiving them, and no amount of money could pay for the blood they spilled!” I looked at them both. They looked unhappy and miserable, Mom in her worn apron and Dad in his faded suit. I was already taller than both of them. I was so embarrassed that these emaciated Diaspora Jews were my parents. Not only did they look miserable, but now they were giving up the last little scrap of self-respect they had left.


“This is true. This is why we have never asked for it for all these years. But the situation has changed and we need the money now. It is not for us.”

“Then for whom?” I shouted, but I knew already what Dad would say and I wasn’t wrong.

“For you,” he said. “So you can have a better future than we had.”

“I don’t need their filthy money! I can manage without it!” I yelled in anger.

“Sometimes, we have no choice. When you grow up you will understand,” said Dad and lit a cigarette. “Sometimes, life is more powerful than principles.” He blew a smoke ring, and then another one inside the first.

I did not like Dad’s answer, to put it mildly. In fact—and to be totally honest here—at that moment I actually hated him. I despised him from the bottom of my heart. I knew that Dad, Uncle Fishel and Mom were the only ones left in their families after the Holocaust. And now Mom was going to take money from the Germans! Where was her dignity?

“I’m only going for a week,” said Mom finally. “There is no choice. Now finish eating and go to bed.”

“This is wrong!” I shouted. “Shame on you! It’s a good thing I’m not like you. I am a sabra and sabras have self-respect!” I pushed away the soup, thrust myself from the table and walked, head held high and proud, toward the bedroom. Mom said nothing. I wanted her to give me an answer, to explain, to defend herself. But she didn’t say a word. She just went over to sit next to her usual refuge: her sewing machine. She didn’t even tell me to go take a shower.


I heard my father talking to my mother in Yiddish, and I heard her replying. This totally freaked me out and I screamed, “Enough! Stop speaking in that disgusting language of the Diaspora. We are in Israel, not in any camp. Speak Hebrew!”

Burning with anger, I went into the bedroom and froze in place. Lying on the bed, silent and serene, was a huge black suitcase. I went up to it and examined it from all sides. The sides were lined with leather. It was massive. I walked around it, looked at it, touched it. Then I had to make sure I was not mistaken. I climbed in, folded myself up like a fetus, and closed the lid. Inside, it was dark and tight. But I was correct. There was definitely enough room in here for a small, thin person.

Mom didn’t do any sewing that night, and I had trouble falling asleep without the clickity-clack of the sewing machine. As I lay on my bed, the newspaper headlines about the “Spy in the Suitcase” kept running in front of my eyes. Reuven’s voice echoed in my mind: “According to my calculations there has to be a number of spies in our neighborhood. The mathematics is never wrong.”

The next morning, when I woke up, the suitcase was gone and so was Mom.



Chapter 14

It was strange to wake up in the morning without Mom around. Dad was standing by the stove, beating some eggs and singing a rousing marching tune to himself. Mom never let him near the stove, and I soon realized why. He forgot to put oil into the pan, so the omelet burned and stuck to the pan. To Dad’s credit, I have to say that at least he learns from his mistakes. He scraped the burned bits off the pan and poured in a quantity of oil that was enough for eight days. Unfortunately, it was that dreadful fish oil. Instantly, an awful stench spread throughout the house. I was going to open a window to air the place, but Dad stopped me, saying there was no reason the neighbors should also suffer. I think he didn’t want them to know what a terrible cook he was.

It was the first time in my life I was alone with Dad. After two days, I was so hungry I would have eaten anything—except for Dad’s cooking, of course. On the third day, Dad took pity on me and allowed me to eat bread with chocolate spread for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He threw the leftover food out for the scrawny street cats. They sniffed it a bit and then looked at him disapprovingly as if saying, “How can you not be ashamed? We have our standards!” and turned and walked away. Dad was very hurt and yelled at them that they were ungrateful wretches and, anyway, he prefers dogs. The only thing he insisted on was the fish oil. He asked me how much money Mom put in the money box for each spoonful. I wanted to tell him half a pound, but I accidentally let “a pound” slip out. Dad seemed surprised. “So much?” he muttered, and I almost corrected myself, but that leather soccer ball stifled my words. Later, the sound of coins dropping into my savings box sweetened my little lie.

But the money accumulating in my coin box did not mean that I was any less angry at the humiliation of my mother going to Germany. I felt that my parents were betraying their murdered family and the respect of our country. I argued with Dad over and over. Dad always repeated that I would understand when I got older, and I assured him that when I was older, I wouldn’t be a Friedman anymore either. I had checked the dictionary and found that “Friedman” means “man of peace.” That would be “Ish-Shalom” in Hebrew. I liked the sound of that. Motti Ish-Shalom sounded like an inspiring Hebrew name, perfect for a daring young Israeli detective.

Dad shook with rage. His face was red and his veins almost exploded. He totally lost it and screamed at me that I was completing the work the Nazis—may their names be blotted out forever—started by denying my family name. He frightened me so much that I burst out crying and tried to explain that everyone changed their names. Even the new Prime Minister had changed his name from Skolnik to Eshkol. Dad was shocked by his outburst and my crying. He didn’t know what to do with himself and started patting his pockets for his pack of cigarettes. Then we heard a knock on the door, and before we could say “Come in,” the door opened and Uncle Fischel burst in. Uncle Fischel never waited for a response. I have already mentioned that he always appears when his twin brother, my dad, is in trouble, and nobody—not even Fischel himself—knows how this works. Dad rushed to tell him about our fight as if this would save him, and I felt even more annoyed because my father was, yet again, divulging information that was supposed to remain between us. To my astonishment, Fischel smiled and said that Ish-Shalom was a very nice name. Dad was left gasping. Fischel took both my hands in his, looked me straight in the eyes, and said in a soft voice that was identical to Dad’s, “You know what? When you are eighteen, you can decide. But until then, we will all remain Friedman. Okay?” I nodded and looked at Dad. He scowled and puffed out a smoke ring within a ring. It was his way of saying that he accepted—the way he always did—the opinion of his brother who was a mere five minutes older.

* * *

“My mother went to Germany,” I told Reuven.

“What!? I thought she hated the Germans.” Reuven reacted exactly as I had. I told him that she needed to undergo tests to get the compensation she is entitled to for the work that destroyed her health when she was in the concentration camp during the Holocaust.

“Maybe she really deserves it,” said Reuven, in a tentative voice.

“Why should she deserve it?” I snapped at him, “Why didn’t she rebel? Why couldn’t she be like the people of Masada who preferred death over slavery? I know she suffered there. But why didn’t she arm herself with weapons instead of sewing on a sewing machine?”

“I don’t know. But if she had done that, you might not be here to criticize her,” said Reuven, in a soft, forgiving voice. I wanted to be angry at him for not supporting me, but I couldn’t. However, I also wasn’t willing to let go of the anger and humiliation I felt. Maybe I would feel better when we caught the spy.

* * *

In the days that followed, we continued our search for the spy. We checked everywhere we could think of—near the bus stops, near the army base, near the fire station, and even in synagogues. But there was no sign of him. At night, we snuck out of our houses, lay in wait in front of his building and observed his apartment. But there never seemed to be any sign of life. It remained dark and desolate. That evasive spy had disappeared as if the earth had swallowed him up. We figured he had probably finished his mission and passed all the information to our enemies. We felt helpless.

“What do we do?”

“We go back home.”



Chapter 15

I met Ofra and Shula on the way home from school. I haven’t told you yet about Ofra because I swore to Reuven to keep it a secret and not to mention her—even in my dreams. But now, after what happened, there is no point to keeping the secret anymore. Even though I wish that none of this had happened, I can’t turn the clock back.

I have mentioned that Reuven was the class genius, but this was not one hundred percent accurate. Reuven was, no question, the best student among the boys. But there was someone who was even better. Actually better than any of us. That person was Ofra, who sat with Shula right in front of Reuven and me.

If you had asked me if she was pretty, I’d have to say that she looked pleasant enough, but she was not the prettiest. Aviva, Reuven’s sister, is much prettier. Ofra was dark-skinned with smooth black hair and brown Bambi-like eyes. I realize that comparing the eyes of a girl named Ofra (which means “fawn” in Hebrew) to Bambi sounds a little silly, but she really did have huge, innocent eyes like a young deer. She also had two tiny dimples on her cheeks when she smiled, and Ofra smiled most of the time. That wasn’t the most surprising thing on earth. She got A-plus on all her tests, and even our teacher Mr. Goldberg, who was always scowling and grouchy, said that she was solid as a rock and the best of the best. The strangest thing about her was her notebooks. You would expect that such an excellent student would have nicely organized notebooks filled with neat, round handwriting. Ofra’s notebooks looked as if some Egyptian scribes had practiced their hieroglyphs in them. She hardly ever wrote down anything in class and most of the time just drew or doodled in her notebook. And yet, she was the best student in the school.

I am telling you all this because Reuven’s big secret, which I swore to keep, was that he really had a crush on Ofra. From the first moment he saw her in the classroom, when he passed her on the way to his seat next to me, he was crazy over her.

“When I grow up, I’m going to marry her,” he once told me.

“Really? I thought you were going to marry me.” I laughed. “Besides, everyone knows that Iraqis and Yemenis hate each other, and Ofra, if you haven’t noticed, is Yemeni, and you are Iraqi.”

“They also say that Iraqis like to beat up Ashkenazi Jews. But you don’t see me breaking your bones, do you? So everything they say isn’t true, is it?”

Reuven could laugh about anything, as long as it wasn’t about Ofra. In her presence, he become awkward and clumsy, and all his natural charm just faded away to nothing.

At this point, Ofra and Shula walked up to me.

“Where’s your boyfriend ?” asked Shula, the school’s biggest gossip, with a smirk. “How come you’re not side by side? Has the lovey-dovey couple broken up?” Shula was making fun of me.


“Cut it out. Leave him alone,” Ofra said to her. Then she smiled at me. “But, really, where is he?”

“He went home,” I said and prepared to continue on my way.

“Are you really such good friends?” asked Ofra. I had no idea why she was asking me this.

“Yup. I’m his best friend,” I said proudly.

“Tell me,” said Ofra, touching me lightly. “Did I do something to offend him? He acts like he can’t stand me. He is always ignoring me.”

I should have kept my mouth shut! I shouldn’t have answered! I should have run away! But it seemed that the genes I inherited from my father, who could go on and on babbling forever, reigned supreme. At that moment, I didn’t think about the disastrous consequences that would follow, and I blurted out, “What do you mean ‘ignoring’? He loves you! He told me he wants to marry you!” As soon as the words left my mouth, I wanted to suck them back in. I tried to repair the damage, but what came out of my mouth next just made things worse.

“But that’s a secret. I shouldn’t have told you.” This was a more serious blunder than my first slip-up. Because not only had I revealed Reuven’s big secret, but I had done so in the presence of Shula, or “Blabbermouth Betty,” as we called her. If anyone ever wanted to broadcast some information, all they had to do was to whisper it to Shula and imply that it was a big secret. By the next day, everyone in Ramat Gan would know about it for sure.

Ofra blushed and smiled softly, which was totally different from the squeals of delight that were coming from Shula. “Reuven loves Ofra! Woo-hoo! But I swear not to tell,” she added when she saw Ofra glaring at her.



Chapter 16

Even before I entered the classroom that morning, I could tell I was facing a terrible disaster. I heard a huge commotion and raucous laughter that just forebode trouble. When I opened the door I saw my worst fears had been realized. I looked at the chalkboard and I knew it was really bad.

On the board, in huge letters, someone had written “Reuven and Ofra—bride and groom!” and beside that a picture of a boy and a girl holding hands. I didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out who had done it. Shula was standing by the board, her hands white from chalk.

“You idiot! You disgusting rat. You promised not to tell,” I shouted at her.

“I promised not to tell, but I never promised not to write!” she hooted in defiance, her braids dancing around her evil blue eyes. I took the eraser and quickly wiped the board. But it was too late. Reuven’s secret was out and I was the snitch.

“TRAITOR!” Reuven wrote in thick black letters on a note to me at the beginning the class! Miss Miriam refused to move him to a different seat, as he requested, so he moved his chair as far from me as he could and drew a thick pencil line down the middle of the desk. “This is my half. Don’t you dare trespass!” he hissed at me in a menacing voice.

“I didn’t mean to,” I stuttered, trying to absolve myself. But inside, I realized how stupid and irresponsible I had been. I had betrayed the trust of my best friend. He had told me the deepest secret of his life, and I had revealed it. Because of me, he and Ofra were now the laughing stock of the class. Ofra was sitting, hiding her face behind her hands, looking embarrassed. But I could see her dimples peeking out from between her fingers, meaning that she was actually smiling.

I wanted to write Reuven that I had not meant to betray him, to tell him that it was just a slip of the tongue! It was something that had come out without my thinking. Was it my fault that bigmouth Shula had been there? She was the real traitor. She had sworn not to tell anybody. I remembered the story of Uri Ilan, the parachutist who was tortured in a Syrian prison until he killed himself. When his body was returned, they found the words “I did not betray. I committed suicide” pierced into a piece of paper. Reuven and I knew this heroic story well, and we often said to each other that should we ever fall into enemy hands, that was exactly what we would do. I took a piece of paper and pierced it with holes that read “I did not betray. It slipped out!” and passed it to Reuven. Reuven looked at the paper, and his eyes flashed. He showed no sign of understanding.

“Slipped out?!” he shouted at me as I trailed behind him after school, trying to explain. “You have ruined my life! How can I ever look her in the face again?”

“She asked me why you hated her, and I just wanted to explain to her that you didn’t.” My defense was, in part, absolutely true.

“Who are you? The Don’t-Mind-Your-Own-Business Bureau? You can’t be trusted! At all!” yelled Reuven. “You are a filthy liar! A stinking traitor!” He had never ever cursed me like this. I knew that what I had done was wrong, but I still hoped to be able to explain to him that it was a slip-up and I meant no harm.

“But …”

“We’re not friends anymore! Ever!” Reuven refused to face me.

“But, Reuven,” I said, trying to grab his shoulder and hold him back. “Let me explain.”

“Get out of my sight before I break your ugly face.” His eyes spit fire, and his fists were clenched. I was hoping that he would just punch me so we could put this whole thing behind us, but Reuven was just words. He continued walking and I simply stood there, watching as he walked away. Then my guilt was replaced with rage. Who does he think he is? What’s really so awful? So what if everyone knows that he loves Ofra? I’m almost sure that Ofra is happy about it. I actually did him a big favor. I revealed his secret. Big deal! To make such a production of it? For this to terminate our friendship? What, as if he never makes a mistake? I tried to remember a time when he had done something wrong so I could run to him to shove that in his face so he would realize he was no Mr. Perfect, but my dignity stopped me. You don’t want to be my friend? So be it. I’m not going to chase after you. The day will come when you will beg me to be your friend again.

Deep inside, though, I knew that I had betrayed him. It was his biggest secret and I had blurted it out. And not just to Ofra; he might have forgiven me for that. I had embarrassed him in front of the whole school. In our class, there was no bigger shame for a boy than to admit that he liked some girl.


I could never make up for this awful blunder, and it was totally my fault that I had lost Reuven’s friendship. Still, despite everything, I looked for his retreating figure so I could run after him and beg forgiveness, but he had disappeared from view.

I walked home dejected, violently kicking everything in my path: bottles, stones, cans. Even the curbstone. Maybe the pain in my foot would cover up my heartache, and I would feel less guilty.

What should we do now? How would we catch the spy? Who would save the country? I tried to remember if there had ever been a similar case with the Secret Seven, where the group broke up and then got back together, but I couldn’t think of any. Even when Jack told his annoying, interfering sister Susie the secret password, Peter forgave him immediately. Revealing a password was much more serious than a measly little slip of the tongue.

I was desolate.



Chapter 17

“Is something wrong?” asked Dad. “What happened? You’re not eating your lokshen? I made those noodles just the way you like them.” Dad was sitting across from me at the table. He moved aside his paper, took off his reading glasses and stared at me inquiringly. Since Mom had gone to Germany and he had had to care for me, he had discovered hidden resources, and the energy and cheerfulness he’d had in the days before the convalescent home had returned.

I knew which convalescent home he had been in. And he knew that I knew. And we both knew that we would never mention it. One didn’t need to be a great detective to figure it out; I only had to know how to read. Three months after he had gone, Mom and I went to visit. At the beginning of the winding path was a small plaque with the symbol of the State of Israel and “Government Psychiatric Hospital—Ness Ziona” on it. But after we got home, Mom continued saying that Dad was at a convalescent home. Who was she trying to fool?

Uncle Fischel explained that something like this could happen to anyone. At that time, many people had lost their jobs and some had even ended their lives out of desperation. Dad had become so ashamed that he couldn’t support Mom and me that he had broken down from the double life he was leading and the lies he was telling. He had needed help. Fischel never called it a “convalescent home” like Mom, but when my tears started flowing, he had promised me that one day Dad would return and everything would be just as it used to be. Fischel, like Dad, loved beautiful sayings and, as Dad always said, Fischel was right—again.

“Nothing’s wrong. Why do you think something happened?” I sat at the table and didn’t touch the dried-out noodles that, on a good day, looked like shoelaces soaked in bleach, and at worst, like the sloughed-off skin of a viper. At any rate, they didn’t look like something fit for human consumption. I was angry at myself and also at Reuven, even though he was the real victim. I just wanted to be alone.

“I can feel that something is wrong. Do you want to tell me?” Dad folded the newspaper, placed it on the table, and moved over to sit in the chair next to me. The smell of cigarettes that emitted from him annoyed me, but his voice was soft and gentle.

“I said everything is fine. Leave me alone,” I said weakly and not very persuasively. I looked at the picture of Sower with Setting Sun by Van Gogh that was hanging on the wall of the living room. The picture had been stained by raindrops. Every winter, Mom begged Dad to fix the hole in the ceiling with some tar, and even though he tried over and over again, he never managed to stop the leak. That lonely peasant farmer seemed less miserable than I felt right now, and I wanted to swallow myself up into the picture, lean against the trunk of that bare tree, and not have to see anyone until the sun rose again, if at all. But Dad didn’t leave. He remained at my side. He put his elbows on the table, laced his fingers together, rested his chin on them and said, “I was once your age.”

“Yeah. Two thousand years ago,” I burst out bitterly. I wasn’t far off. Dad was forty-five years older than me. People often thought he was my grandfather. My family is just a source of embarrassment for me. I had been angry at him more than once because he was so old. “I didn’t marry earlier because of the war,” he had explained, but I refused to accept what seemed to me just a weak excuse. Uncle Fischel went through that war too, but my cousin Moishe was born when Fischel was thirty. Why did Dad, who was born just five minutes later than his brother, have to become a father fifteen years later?

Dad remained sitting there. He waited patiently and after a few minutes, I thought to myself, What’s the worst that can happen? and told him everything. How Ofra had asked me why Reuven couldn’t stand her. How I had let it all slip out in front of that nasty Shula. How the whole class had laughed at Reuven and Ofra. And what Reuven had said to me.

“You really did mess things up,” said Dad.

Wonderful! I knew that already. What I didn’t need was to have salt poured on my wounds. I wanted him to understand me, to justify my actions, at least a bit. He could have said that it could happen to anyone, or that Reuven’s reaction was really too extreme. Instead he joined the opposition. I was sorry I had told him. I should have known he wouldn’t understand.

“I want to ask you something,” said Dad softly, placing his gentle hand on mine.


I knew what was coming. It would be a long speech about what a wonderful child he had been and how good a friend and all the usual blah-blah of how marvelous children used to be then and how polite to their parents, and how they helped support the family and never complained, they were just always joyful and happy. That’s why I was so surprised when he asked, “What if it had been the other way around?”

“What the other way?”

“If Reuven had betrayed you and publicized one of your secrets to the entire world?”

“I would never talk to him anymore! I have nothing to do with traitors and liars,” I blurted out without thinking.

“And what if he had apologized?” Dad demanded, looking deep into my eyes until I had to look down.

“Even if he stood on his head and yelled out cock-a-doodle-doo. But it’s not the same. I’m not a liar or traitor. I didn’t do it on purpose. I mean, I didn’t want us not to be friends. It just popped out …” I stopped. I remembered Reuven’s ashen face when he saw the writing on the chalkboard and Shula’s wicked smile.

Dad reached out to pat my head. I turned aside so he wouldn’t touch me and whispered for him to leave me alone.

“Fine. If that’s what you want.” He got up and went back to sit on the other side of the table. I folded my arms on the table and rested my head on them. I closed my eyes and just wanted peace and quiet. I heard the rustle of the newspaper, but what I really wanted most of all was for Dad to come back and stroke my head and hold my hand. But I was too proud to call him back. I got up and, without saying a word, went into the bedroom. I took my savings bank out of the closet. It was full and heavy, but even the thought of the genuine leather soccer ball that I was going to buy didn’t comfort me. I set it aside, buried my face in the pillow and convinced myself that it was wet from sweat dripping from my eyes.



Chapter 18

After a week of burned eggs and three burned pans, Dad concluded that hard-boiled eggs were the healthiest option. “Thank God that Mom is coming back today,” he said.

We took two buses to meet her at the terminal at Tel Aviv airport. We stood waiting outside the Arrivals area. And waited. Dad was holding a rolled-up newspaper, and I was clutching a bouquet of prickly roses wrapped in noisy cellophane. The passengers who emerged, one after the other, pushing trolleys loaded with huge suitcases, searched for a familiar face there to greet them and were greeted by congestion, clamor and loud shouts. Relatives rushed over and fell upon their loved ones with hugs and kisses. With whoops of joy, children jumped onto the suitcases piled on the trolleys, yelling, “What did you bring me?” But Mom didn’t appear. Slowly, the stream of passengers dwindled, and there was still no sign of her. Dad became nervous and started chain-smoking. He asked every passenger coming out if this was the flight from Germany and when they nodded, he muttered to himself and me, “Where is she? Why doesn’t she come out?” After more than two hours of nerve-racking waiting, my flowers were wilting. Dad decided to go and find out what happened, to see if Mom had even been on the flight.

Then we saw her. A tiny woman in a brown dress, carrying only a small handbag. She looked upset and exhausted and could barely stand on her feet. I wanted to run up to her and give her a big hug, but it seemed too babyish a thing to do and not suitable for my age. Instead, I walked up to her in a way I thought was very nonchalant and held out my hand. Like a grown-up. But Mom grabbed me and hugged me tightly and kissed me hard on the face and wet my cheeks with her tears. I knew my face must look like a mess with all the lipstick she had probably smeared all over my face. She whispered in my ear how much she had missed me and then casually asked Dad if he had managed food-wise. Dad said that everything had been great, we ate wonderfully, and added that he even thought I had put on some weight. Luckily, there were no chickens around to protest how he had abused their eggs and burned omelets. Mom and Dad didn’t embrace and didn’t kiss and didn’t say anything else to each other. But I was concerned about something else entirely.

“Where’s your suitcase?” I asked Mom.

“It got lost. That’s why it took so long. I had to fill out a million forms at Lost and Found.”

“It sometimes happens that a suitcase is sent somewhere else,” Dad intervened.

“I hope not—all the presents I brought are in the suitcase. Don’t be sad. They promised to find it and deliver it to the house.” Mom thought I was concerned because of the gifts, but I was worried about the fact that the suitcase had disappeared.

We got to the Tel Aviv central bus station and got on the number-sixty bus for Ramat Amidar. Dad had kept silent for too long, so now he burst out in nonstop yammering in the two languages that annoyed me most: Polish and Yiddish. I was boiling with rage, because in Israel people should speak Hebrew and not Diaspora languages. Had we been at home, I would have demanded they stop and given them a speech about Ben Yehuda and the fight for Hebrew, and Dad, who actually loved Hebrew and had mastered it wonderfully, would have said that with all due respect to other languages, there are some Yiddish words that just can’t be replaced, like krekhtsen, for example. But we were on the bus and didn’t want to make a scene. Mom noticed that I was staring at her, but didn’t understand why.

“It is me. I haven’t changed. Why are you looking at me so strangely? I only went away for a week. I won’t ever go away again. I promise,” she said and stroked my cheeks. But I was thinking about how so many bad things were happening to me all at once. First I had lost the best friend I ever had, and now, out of all the suitcases, Mom’s was the one that had gone missing.



Chapter 19

I had a restless night. I woke up before dawn to the noise of the garbage men dragging trash cans and yelling. I knew I wouldn’t fall asleep again. I kept thinking about Reuven, and when I did, I felt as if I was choking. I felt as if a huge chunk of lead was stuck in my throat. I took a pen and paper and wrote the following letter to Reuven.


Dear Reuven,

First of all, I will ask how you are. If you want to know how I am, I am okay, but actually not. I miss you and want us to be friends like before. I know I was wrong when I told Ofra your secret. But I swear by God and by my parents that it slipped out of my mouth without me meaning to. I didn’t want Ofra to think you hated her and thought I would help. I know I should have paid more attention to the gossip standing beside us, and I know you were really hurt. I’m really not someone who reveals others’ secrets and, for the record, I think Ofra was actually happy to hear what I said, not that it justifies what I did. Well, maybe a bit.

It’s not fair that because of one mistake by me we stop being friends, especially now when there is a spy in the neighborhood and we are the only ones who know about him. Please you must forgive me and be my friend again. I promise not to hurt you again, and never ever give away any of your secrets ever to anyone. Never.

Sincerely,

Your good friend (?) Motti.



It wasn’t easy for me to write the letter, and when I wrote “your good friend” at the end, I almost cried. I was hoping that Reuven would realize how sorry I was for what I had done, and that it had been unintentional, and that we could go back to being best friends. I was so distressed after I had written the letter that I had no appetite for the omelet Mom made me for breakfast, which led Dad to say that now she should believe him that “the kid” just doesn’t like omelets of any kind.

I figured that Reuven would be playing soccer around this time, so I rushed off to school. Even from a distance I could hear his voice and I could see all the kids caught up in an enthusiastic game. Reuven stood at the goal, which was represented by two large stones. I stood near the goalpost and signaled to him that I was here and that I had something for him. He ignored me as if I was air. I put the letter next to the stone and walked away. Then I hid behind a tree and peeked out.

I guess Reuven’s curiosity was stronger than his rage. He looked from side to side. When he didn’t see me, he picked up the white envelope, pulled out the letter and began to read. I wanted to see how the expression on his face softened. I came out of my hiding place, stood so he could see me, and waited, tense and ready, for a smile and an inviting gesture. I watched him read how much I wanted to be his friend and my appeal for forgiveness written in blue ink on the white paper. The seconds that passed seemed like eternity. Finally, he lifted his head and caught my eyes with his. I grinned and waved gently, but my fingers fell back down when, instead of a smile, I saw a look of contempt on his face. He slowly and deliberately tore up the letter, tossed the tatters of my apology into the air, and then kicked the fluttering pieces as if they were pesky flies. Then he rubbed his hands together as if wiping away some filth that had stuck to them. As a finale, he spit at me. I blanched at the insult and doubled over as if I had been punched in the gut. I ran away, humiliated, and heard his evil, mocking laugh through my sobs.

Now that it was clear that there was no chance of Reuven and I being friends anymore, I felt that there was no meaning to my life and it was just one big waste. All I wanted to do was to go home to my wet pillow and sink into it forever.

I lay in bed, staring at the crumbling, peeling ceiling. It was just like my miserable life. Everything was lost. Reuven wasn’t my friend anymore and it was my fault. I thought about everything we had been through together: the laughs, the games, the books we read. Even how we could sit in comfortable silence together and the feeling that he and I were like two halves of a whole. I wanted to fall asleep, but I couldn’t.

I once read that kicking a wall or beating it to the point where your fist bled was a great way to relax. So I kicked the wall with all my might. All I did was cry out in pain. I certainly didn’t relax. I wonder if the person who wrote that painful “advice” actually tried it first.


Dad’s cardboard box of newspapers was standing outside the closet. I sat down and read the article about the German scientists in Egypt again. It told about West German weapons experts who had fled to Egypt after the Second World War to escape the long arm of the law and especially to help Egyptian President Nasser develop powerful missiles to destroy Israel.

At that moment, I raised my eyes from the newspaper and realized that my life actually still had a purpose, and if I had to die, then I would do so with honor and valor. If Reuven didn’t want to join me, so be it. I would do it alone. I would expose the spy, even if I had to pay for it with my life.



Chapter 20

I knew exactly what I had to do. I dashed to my target destination. In the yard, near the chinaberry tree, that old refrigerator was lying on its back like a corpse. I decided to use it to climb the tree. It wasn’t all that heavy and I managed to stand it upright without much effort. In the middle of the door was a handle that locked the door shut. It could only be opened from the outside. I pulled the handle, and the inside of the refrigerator gaped at me like the dark looming jaw of a whale. If I had thought for a moment I might find hidden treasure inside, the stench that assaulted my nostrils immediately changed my mind. I left the door open, climbed up onto the refrigerator and from there into the tree that Reuven had fallen from. I checked every branch carefully. The last thing I wanted to do was to crash the way Reuven had. I didn’t have a father with a motorbike that could come to collect me.

From the treetop, I could see some kids playing hide-and-seek. I knew them all, even though they were younger than me. Itzik was “it.” He was standing with his face to the wall, counting out loud to ten while the others ran to hide. One of them, Ezra, ran toward me. He was a short and skinny boy, who lived with his four brothers and four sisters in a two-and-a-half-room apartment on the second floor of my apartment block. He ran with the swiftness of a cat. His left hand held on to the big black kippah—skullcap—on his head, below which flew two long, curly payot, or sidelocks, which was the only hair on his shaved head. Once a week, his father sat him, Sa’adia and Nissim, his big brothers, on the stairs, and with a blunt razor, shaved their heads. Yair and Danny, his two younger brothers, were exempt from the ritual because they were both still under the age of three, and their luxurious curls would be shorn during the Bar Kochba celebrations on Lag b’Omer.

Ezra stood under the chinaberry tree where I was and was about to climb it, when our eyes met.

“Shh …,” I whispered to him and motioned him away. He turned around and looked for somewhere else to hide. I waited a bit, and when I didn’t see him through the chinaberry branches and was sure he was gone, I continued according to my plan. The rotting wooden shutters were locked, but that wasn’t a problem. I pushed a thick branch under the rusty latch and manipulated it up. The metal tab squealed as if it was angry that I was pestering it during its nap, but it slowly rose. Suddenly, I heard a door slam. I froze. I listened carefully but didn’t hear any footsteps or voices. The noise had probably come from an apartment on the first floor. I went back to the task at hand and pulled the shutter, which opened effortlessly. I stretched out my hand, grabbed the windowsill, and in one deft movement, tumbled straight into the heart of the enemy’s stronghold.

It felt creepy and terrifying to be in a strange place, especially when it was the territory of an enemy who could show up at any moment and beat me up. I stayed flat on the floor and scanned my spy’s stronghold. I expected to see a command center laden with communication equipment, television screens and antennas, but all I saw were musty walls that were in desperate need of Zilbershtein’s paintbrush. Black mold spotted the ceiling. Cobwebs dotted with the bodies of captured flies fluttered in the corners of rooms. And the damp! The enemy’s stronghold was a one-and-a-half room apartment just like all the other apartments in our neighborhood. Except that it was much more neglected.

A rusty iron bed stood by the window. On it lay a straw mattress that no horse or mule would ever risk eating. Maybe a donkey. In the center of the room, under a naked lightbulb, was a rickety table, and on it was a moldy slice of bread and a half-empty glass of water.

I scanned the apartment and tried to think where the spy might have hidden his transmitter and camera. There didn’t seem to be anywhere to hide anything, and other than a few green rags on the bed, I couldn’t see anything incriminating. Obviously, the spy was not stupid, but I also wasn’t born yesterday, and I had read enough books not to fall into a trap. I got up and started to press and tap on the walls. There must be a hidden door somewhere that led to a cache for his spy equipment. I went from one wall to another, but discovered nothing.

I moved to the other half of the room, which served as a kitchen. On the dirty counter stood a one-burner electric hotplate, its white enamel covered with the charred remains of oil. On it stood an old aluminum kettle with a curved spout.

I continued to investigate. My next objective was the toilet, a narrow, stuffy cubicle, at the back of which was a seat-less, lidless, cracked toilet that was all black inside.


I don’t understand how my mind works, because in the middle of my detective work, I recalled how my mother always got upset with me because I forgot to lift the toilet seat. That wasn’t completely true—I did remember to lift it up, but only after I’d noticed that it had gotten a bit wet.

I continued scanning the little room. There was a tiny sink, a shower, and a small, rusty water heater—what we call a “boiler”—with a faded sticker that said “Because Friedman is always the best.” There is no doubt that this boiler had a sense of humor, because it sat there, contentedly leaking into a pail with a frayed, dirty rag at the bottom.

There wasn’t any toilet paper. Sheets of old newspapers were scattered on the floor. I nudged the papers with my foot and on one of the pages, in big black type, I saw the words “Lotz,” “Champagne,” and “horse.” I had seen this article once before, but I couldn’t remember when or where. The room was suffocating. I left the bathroom and was back in the bedroom when suddenly I heard footsteps approaching from along the hall. They stopped outside the door. I held my breath, heard a key being inserted into the lock, and saw the doorknob jiggling. I couldn’t believe it! The spy had decided to return at this exact moment!

I knew I had to escape. If the spy caught me, it would be the end of me. I ran toward the open shutter. The branches of the chinaberry swayed in the wind. There was no way I could jump from the window to the tree without breaking some important body parts. I had to hide before he came in and slaughtered me. I closed the shutters, and the apartment went dark. The door was still making sounds. The spy tried a key, and then another key. He had keys to so many secret doors that he couldn’t find the key to this one. I had to find a place to hide. To return to the bathroom was too dangerous. I had no choice. I crawled under the bed.

At first, I couldn’t see a thing and I felt as if I were drowning in an ocean of dust and dirt. I was pretty sure no one had swept under the bed since it had been placed in this very spot.

I heard the door open. A flicker of light illuminated the room for a moment and then the door quickly closed. My eyes grew accustomed to the dark and I peeked around the room. I heard footsteps and the sound of a cabinet door opening. How could I have missed the kitchen cabinets? I couldn’t understand why he didn’t turn on the light or open the shutters. I craned my neck from underneath the bed and saw a faint circle of light from a flashlight on the floor. Why would someone go into his own apartment with a flashlight? Maybe he didn’t want anyone to know he was home. The footsteps came toward the bed and I could just see his shoes. Black-and-white sneakers. Similar to mine. Very strange. Suddenly I heard the sound of a key in the door. What? Another one?! The shoes stopped in front of me, and a second later, a dark body flew in under the bed and smashed into me. I was trapped. I was done for!



Chapter 21

“Oh my gosh!” gasped the body that hit me. I immediately recognized the voice. It was Aviva, Reuven’s nosy older sister. My suspicions were right! She had followed us. She would end up ruining everything. Just like Susie in The Secret Seven.

“Shh. It’s me. Motti,” I whispered. “What are you doing here? Who told you about the spy? Reuven swore he wouldn’t tell you anything.” Now I felt betrayed. Reuven and I had just broken up and he was already breaking all the promises he had made and disclosing our secrets as if we never swore allegiance. He was no better than me at keeping secrets, but he was doing it intentionally. Not like me, who tripped up with one accidental slip of the tongue. And the worst part: he was replacing me with a girl.

Aviva wriggled until she was well under the bed. It was crowded and stuffy, yet an oddly pleasant warmth flooded me. I couldn’t see her in the dark under the bed, and I was glad she couldn’t see me either. I hate to admit it, but I guess you could say I had a bit of a crush on her. It’s the only secret I never told Reuven. You’re not supposed to fall in love with your friend’s sister, especially when she’s a year older. But what was she doing here?

“He didn’t tell me. Reuven talks in his sleep,” giggled Aviva. When she mentioned her brother’s name, I felt a fierce twist in my heart and a pang of longing overcame me. But I am a boy, and we’re not supposed to show emotion, especially not to a girl.

“How did you get in?” I whispered with affected nonchalance.

“It’s a very simple skeleton lock. I have a collection with lots of keys and one of them fit,” explained Aviva proudly.

“Shhhh. They’re coming in,” I silenced her, and we both held our breath.

A triangle of light flooded the apartment when the door opened. I could hear heavy footsteps and the grating of a heavy object being dragged across the floor. The spy closed the door and turned on the light in the apartment. Now I could see Aviva, her lips pursed tight. She was still very pretty and I had to force myself to remember that she was taking over my role and that I would need to get rid of her at the first opportunity. Girls can only mean trouble.

We huddled under the bed and scrunched as far as possible toward the wall. I saw a pair of shabby shoes coming toward us and heard a groan, like someone was making a huge effort, and then a big bump. The mattress on the bed sagged down onto our heads and let off a cloud of dust that nearly suffocated us. The spy had put something very heavy on the bed. Now we had even less room to move around in.

I don’t know what I was more scared of at the moment: that the spy would catch us and kill us or that Aviva would hear my teeth chattering like the wheels of a locomotive. If they had been dentures, they would have popped out of my mouth. I clamped my jaw shut with all my might, and signaled to Aviva with my hands that I would get out from under the bed on the side near the window, and when the spy went to catch me, she should escape through the door to get help.

I carefully poked my head out from under the bed, like a tortoise pushing its head out from its shell, and peered into the room. Behind me I heard Aviva’s excited breath. I felt her hand patting my leg the same way she might pat me on my shoulder to encourage me. I was flooded with courage and the desire to prove to her how brave I could be. I saw the thick, brown legs of the table, the legs of the wooden chair and, between them, the legs of the spy in his black socks inside those worn, battered shoes. He was sitting on the chair, his back toward me. I slowly eased myself out from under the bed and began crawling on the sticky floor that hadn’t seen a mop in quite a while.

I moved bit by bit, as silently as possible. The spy’s chair was to my right. He was bent over the table and fiddling with something—I figured he was either eating or reading. I continued to slide on my belly toward the window, all the time staring at his back. When I got near the window, I got onto my hands and knees. Suddenly the silence was shattered by a sharp, ear-piercing beep, followed by loud buzzing. I was so frightened I felt paralyzed. What in the world were those noises? I couldn’t stay where I was. I came to my senses quickly and skidded back under the bed. Aviva reached out her hand and pulled me to her. She was trembling all over, and in a hoarse whisper asked me if I had heard that noise. I nodded and continued to hold her soft, warm hand. In the little bit of light that filtered under the bed, I saw her close her eyes and concentrate. After a long moment, she whispered excitedly that it sounded like a radio transmitter. We held our breath and listened intently. In a moment, we would be able to hear him broadcast classified information to the enemy. What would he tell them? Maybe we would also hear who his partner was—if I could just stop my heart from beating like a sledgehammer. The beeping and buzzing got louder as the spy searched for the right frequency, and then suddenly the broadcast stabilized and we heard a familiar tune followed by an announcer’s voice introducing a radio program about searching for missing relatives.

I was very familiar with this program. Mom and Dad never missed a day in front of our huge Philco radio with the large dial and the red indicator that moved between radio stations from all over the world. When the program started, Mom would get up from her sewing machine and Dad would put down his paper and light a cigarette. I wasn’t allowed to make a peep until the program ended. Both would listen, on edge, to the names and places, and at the end of the program they always returned to their places, crestfallen. Dad would mutter to himself miserably that maybe tomorrow would be better and it’s surely not possible that everyone is gone and only he and Fischel remain. Once, they read out a message that he sent: “Fischel and Yonah Friedman are looking for their brothers and sisters who were last seen in the Lodz ghetto.” In the weeks that followed, we had waited anxiously for the postman every day, hoping to receive a letter about a relative who had been found. But nothing ever showed up.

The spy turned up the radio volume, and I looked out from under the bed again. He was immersed in the program. I decided this was a good time to make my exit. I rushed to get up on all fours but forgot that I was still under the bed, and my head bumped into the hard iron frame. The pain was so intense, I had to bite my lips hard to keep from screaming. That made me hurt in two places. I didn’t want Aviva to think I was afraid, so I carried on. I stood up. My head was spinning, and I walked on tiptoe like a ballet dancer. The spy didn’t notice me. Then I realized that I was standing at the door and not at the window as planned. That blow to the head had totally confused me. I estimated the distance to the window, and at the very moment I had decided to cross it at a run, I heard a sneeze and the spy jumped up from his seat. I had no choice. I opened the door and escaped to freedom. Just as I was closing the door behind me, I heard another sneeze, more powerful than the first, and then another. The radio went quiet and I heard a voice yelling, “Di bist a ganef! You’re a thief! Get out from under the bed this minute!” The spy had caught Aviva! This was her end, and possibly mine too!

I didn’t know what to do. At first, I thought I should go back in and jump the spy, but I knew this was probably too dangerous as he would end up capturing me as well. I heard Aviva’s voice. I couldn’t quite make out what she was saying, but she sounded scared and upset. I ran down the corridor, past two apartments, and wildly down the external stairs. I wanted to leap the last five stairs, but I missed and fell, and banged my elbows and chest really hard, but I got up anyway and ran like lightning, ignoring the sharp pain. I knew that every second was crucial, and that Aviva was in grave danger.

I got to the back of the building, climbed the chinaberry tree and looked inside. The shutter was open now, but the window was closed, so I couldn’t hear anything. But I did see the spy terrorizing poor Aviva, who stood in front of him, her head bent. She looked small and frightened, like a helpless little bird in someone’s hand. He waved his fists and shoved her forcefully into the bathroom. She tried to resist, clinging to the doorframe with both hands, but he was stronger than her and pushed her in mercilessly. Then he locked the door with the key. He stood a moment in front of the door yelling at her. I tried to read his lips, but he was probably speaking in Yiddish or German. I could never differentiate between the two—either way, I couldn’t understand him.

What was he planning to do to her? What should I do now? I had to get help. But who? At first, I figured I couldn’t go to my father. He would ask me why in the world I had gone into an apartment that wasn’t mine and I would get in trouble with him. But then I thought, Why not? Wasn’t it my father who told me about spies in the neighborhood? He’d believe me and he certainly would forgive me. As long as Mom doesn’t find out. She could very well turn this into one big mess and ruin everything.

I raced home. I looked through the window and saw Dad sitting at the table with his newspaper. I was about to go in, but then I saw Mom there too. I didn’t want to say anything near her. I looked around as if the earth might give me a solution, and in fact it did. Near my leg was a sheet of green paper. I grabbed my pen out of my pocket. It was one of those pens that had three colors. Blue, red and green. I didn’t hesitate for a second. Red was the perfect color, symbolizing danger and warning.

“There’s a Nazi spy at 3 Olei Hagardom! He captured Aviva! Hurry!” I scribbled this as fast as I could, red ink on green paper. Then I folded the paper into an airplane, as Dad had once taught me, and on the wings, I wrote—bright red on green—“SOS,” which is the international signal for “Help!” Everybody in the world knows this distress signal. I came up to the window and aimed the plane in Dad’s direction. The paper airplane took off, circled around Dad’s head, did a little spin and landed right next to Mom.

“God, make sure she doesn’t pick it up. Make Dad see it,” I prayed silently. But, as they say, God pays back the sons for the sins of their fathers, and since my father had stopped believing in Him, He didn’t listen to my prayer. Mom lifted the paper plane off the ground. She looked at it curiously, as if she didn’t understand what was written. “Please give it to Dad!” I screamed to myself, and thought as hard as I could, trying to telepathize my thoughts to her. But either Mom’s telepathy receiver was turned off or we were tuned to totally different frequencies. She looked left and right, as if she was looking where the paper airplane had come from, and then just stuffed it into her apron pocket. An edge of the paper stuck out of the top of the pocket; I could just make out the red arc of an S on the green background. Dad was totally oblivious to the drama unfolding around him. His head was thrust deep inside his paper. I tried to transmit my thoughts to him. Maybe he would receive my frequency. A man frequency. “Dad! Get up! Take the note from Mom!” But the newspaper was obviously blocking my thought waves the same way that lead blocks x-rays. Hopeless. Obviously, our salvation would not be forthcoming from him! There was only one option left: Reuven. It was his sister, and he got her involved in this business, so obviously he had to help.


I took a deep breath, and like Elijah the prophet, I steeled myself and raced at the speed of sound to Reuven and Aviva’s house. Even from a distance I could see Reuven sitting on the porch, reading The Adventures of Dani-Din the Invisible Boy who Can See but Can’t be Seen. I stopped, panting, near the iron gate. I called to him. Then I shouted to him. But he just sat there, pretending I was Motti, the boy who can speak but can’t be heard. He didn’t even glance my way. I had no choice. I grabbed a fistful of sand and threw it at him. Unfortunately (for me, not for him), I didn’t check which way the wind was blowing first, and the sand blew into my eyes. Now I had become Motti, the boy who can be seen but can’t see. I felt so frustrated and angry, that I screamed with all my might through the tears streaming down my face that the spy had captured Aviva, had her trapped in the bathroom and would probably kill her. That was when Reuven consented to put down the book and ask what had happened.

“There’s no time! Come quick! I’ll tell you on the way!” I insisted. We hurried to the spy’s house. The apartment was quiet and still. There was no sign of what had happened earlier. “I’m going up to see what’s happening,” I said to Reuven. “Wait for me down here.” I thought that after his fall, he would be afraid to climb the tree, but his stare of contempt showed me that he was still sore at me. He jumped up and grabbed a branch of the chinaberry tree. I followed, checking every branch again. I remembered how Reuven had suffered when he had fallen and I had dragged him by the legs. I figured that if the opportunity arose, he would probably be happy to do the same to me. We reached the top of the tree. Reuven drew the leaves aside and peered inside. The place looked as if had been hastily abandoned. The radio, a piece of half-eaten bread and half a cup of tea were on the table. I touched Reuven on his shoulder and felt him shrink away from me, but he didn’t say anything. I pointed at the bathroom door. It was locked and the key was in it just as it had been when I left. There was no trace of the spy.

“She’s in there, locked in the bathroom,” I said to Reuven.

“I’ll go get her out,” said Reuven, who had already jumped to the windowsill and was pulling the window. It opened wide. Reuven jumped into the apartment. He dashed to the bathroom door, grabbed the key, turned it and opened the door. I saw him stand a moment in the doorway, then go in. After a second, maybe even less, he came out, his face as pale as the dead.

“There’s nobody in there,” he called to me. “Aviva’s not here!”

“She must be. I saw him push her in and lock the door with my very own eyes,” I exclaimed in a trembling voice. “Are you sure? Maybe she’s under the bed?”

Reuven ducked down and looked under the bed. Then he looked in the closet. Nothing.

“One hundred percent sure! Aviva’s not here! Perhaps the spy …” Reuven did not finish the sentence. His throat choked up and I knew what he was thinking, because I was thinking the very same thing. “Aviva is gone. The spy killed her and has gone to hide her b—” He couldn’t carry on, and I knew he couldn’t say the word “body.” Me neither.

Reuven climbed out of the apartment and slid down the tree. I silently joined him. When he saw me next to him he started yelling and screaming that it was all my fault and that I was a yellow-bellied coward. I should have gone back to the apartment or at least knocked on the door when the spy caught Aviva, and not run off like a scared rabbit. I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to explain that the sharp bump to my head had confused me, but deep down in my heart, I felt he was right. I was at fault. In truth, I had been scared to go back into the apartment alone. Had I been a little braver, we wouldn’t have lost Aviva.

“We have no choice. We have to call the police,” said Reuven after he had calmed down a bit. We started walking toward the fire station, where we hoped to find a phone to call the police. I trailed after him, miserable and ashamed. I saw his thin body shaking from crying with every step he took. I wiped my tears and runny nose again and again on my shirtsleeve and cursed the day when I had heard about the double agent.



Chapter 22

We were on the way to the fire station when screaming and shouting pierced the air. It was Ezra’s mom. She was crying and calling his name out loud. Around her were the kids who had been playing hide-and-seek before. They were also calling him.

Reuven pulled Itzik out of the group. “What’s going on?”

“We were playing hide-and-seek and Ezra vanished. At first I thought he had found a really good hiding spot, but after he didn’t turn up for a while, we started looking for him. We can’t find him. His mother is afraid that maybe he ran into the road and got run over. He is so little that a car wouldn’t see him at all!” Itzik ran to join the searchers.

I didn’t know what to do. Should I go call the police to save Aviva or stay to help find Ezra. I was probably the last person to have seen him. Reuven was determined. He said that there were lots of people looking for Ezra and we wouldn’t be of much help, but Aviva’s life was in danger, and every moment might be crucial. He saw that I was still upset, so he said we would also tell the police about Ezra and they could send out search dogs, which would find him in a jiffy. Again, I was impressed by Reuven’s quick thinking, and I was glad he was with me. I still wasn’t sure if we’d go back to being friends, but at least at the moment he was speaking to me calmly, which was a step in the right direction.


We had almost reached the fire station when we heard shouting again. This time it was of joy and excitement.

“They found Ezra!” shouted Itzik as he ran past us.

“Who found him?” Reuven shouted.

“Aviva. Your sister! Didn’t you know?” Itzik’s voice was fading in the distance.

We quickly did an about-face and ran after Itzik. There was a large crowd near my house. Ezra’s mother was holding him in her arms. He looked on the verge of fainting and kind of bluish, but his eyes were open. In the middle of the crowd, Aviva stood beaming. She enjoyed being the center of attention. Reuven and I cut our way through the crowd.

“Aviva. Are you okay?” asked Reuven anxiously. That was what I had wanted to ask.

“One hundred percent fine,” laughed Aviva, and smiled a huge smile. Her beautiful face glowed.

“Tell me what happened!” demanded Reuven.

“Where did you find Ezra? How did you escape? Where is the spy?” I shot the questions at her. She smiled and cheerfully replied,

“After escaping from the spy’s apartment, I went back to the yard. I wanted to climb up the tree to see what he would do when he got back. Suddenly I heard some faint sounds. At first I couldn’t tell where they were coming from. Then I saw an old refrigerator and heard sounds coming from inside. I opened the door and there was Ezra, almost totally suffocated. I picked him up and brought him here. Whoever left that refrigerator open is nuts! If I ever catch him, I don’t know what I’ll do!” She reddened with anger as she said that last sentence. I lowered my gaze and kept mum. What could I say? That I hadn’t realized that I’d left the door of the refrigerator open? Why would I be to blame anyway? Was it my refrigerator? I wasn’t the one who had thrown it out. If anyone was guilty of anything, it was the spy. Not me. Anyway, nothing horrible happened. They found Ezra, and he was alive and well. There was no need to make so much fuss about nothing.

“But how did you manage to escape?” Reuven asked.

“Thanks to him,” said Aviva, pointing at me. I was stunned. Me? A moment ago I was an irresponsible criminal, and now I was a savior and hero? I had no idea why she said that. Reuven, on the other hand, was brutal. It turned out that the way he had spoken to me on the way here had not been a sign of a resuming friendship.

“Because of him!? Maybe you mean to say that because of him the spy caught you. This coward left you there and ran like a scared rabbit!” fumed Reuven.

“No. I mean that thanks to him I managed to escape,” repeated Aviva.

“Thanks to me?” I asked in a quivering voice. I couldn’t understand how and what I had done. Deep in my heart I knew that Reuven was right, but I was glad that Aviva was covering for me. Maybe she liked me! My heart leaped for joy.

“Yes! Thanks to you. Do you remember that you once explained to me how to open a locked door from the inside?” she asked. She smiled and winked at me.

“But it wasn’t for real. I had just read about it in a book. I never really tried it myself,” I said when I remembered the conversation.

“Well, it works!” Aviva said enthusiastically.


“What are you talking about?” Reuven asked, annoyed. “What works?”

“At first, after the spy locked the door, I was terrified and didn’t know what to do. I thought I would choke from the smell. Then I saw the newspapers scattered on the floor and I remembered what Motti had told me once.”

“What did you tell her?” demanded Reuven. “What can this creep actually know?”

Aviva ignored him and continued. “Between the door and the floor is a small gap. I slid the newspaper through this space. Then I took a hairpin from my hair and straightened it out.”

“Get to the point already!” Reuven was really impatient, and I began to smile. I knew what was coming.

“Using the hairpin, I pushed the key until it fell onto the paper. This was the scariest part, because it could have rolled away, but I was lucky. It fell right onto the middle of the paper! I pulled it so the key slid under the door. Then I opened the door, got out, and locked it behind me. I left the key in the lock so the spy wouldn’t suspect anything.”

“And he gave you that idea?” asked Reuven in disbelief, emphasizing the “he” with scorn.

“Yes! He,” Aviva repeated Reuven’s word but in a soft, lilting voice, “was smart not to stay there, otherwise the spy would have caught him too.” Aviva smiled at me and my heart pounded like crazy again, and this time it was not from fear. Reuven was embarrassed. He admired his big sister, and I saw that he couldn’t let go of his anger at me. His eyes flicked back and forth between Aviva and me for a few seconds, until he made a decision and said out loud in a conciliatory tone that, if that’s the way it was, he would forgive me, and it seemed I was not as stupid as I looked. At that moment, I felt that I couldn’t possibly get a greater compliment.

“So we’re friends again?” I asked Reuven hesitantly.

“Yes. Despite everything, you have your uses.” For the first time since the incident with Ofra, Reuven smiled at me. “But there is one little condition.”

“What?”

“You have to tell me who you like.” Reuven laughed and looked at me and Aviva.

I blushed, and Aviva kicked Reuven. “Enough, you idiot! He doesn’t like anybody. Make up and be done with it.” We shook hands and swore allegiance to each other. Now that we had made up, it was time to get back to our main mission.

“How did the spy catch you?” Reuven asked Aviva.

“There was a ton of dust under the bed, and it got up my nose. I couldn’t help it. I started sneezing one after the other, and he heard me.”

“And what happened before that?” he asked.

“He was listening to that program about searching for relatives,” replied Aviva.

“He didn’t broadcast anything?” Reuven asked. “I don’t know. Maybe he did after he locked me up. But immediately after the program, he left the apartment in a rush,” said Aviva. “I could hear his footsteps. He was really hurrying.”

We thought in silence. Why was he listening to this program? And why did he have to leave in such a hurry immediately after it finished?


I remembered a conversation I once heard between Dad and Fischel. They were talking about how messages for spies were often embedded into regular radio programs. It would sound like an innocent bit of news, but it was actually a code that a spy who knew about it could understand. That was it! Between all the information about searching for relatives, there had probably been some instructions for the spy, and he had left to carry them out. Reuven and Aviva agreed that this was the logical explanation.

“And another thing. I saw a huge suitcase on the bed,” said Aviva.

“A big black suitcase with copper clasps and iron reinforcements at the corners,” I said quietly. I had also seen the suitcase and had no doubt whose it was.

“Exactly. A gigantic suitcase!” enthused Aviva. “You could stuff a person in there with no problem.”

I nodded my head in agreement. Of course I knew that. Because it was my mother’s suitcase!



Chapter 23

If someone had told me that I’d be in a secret club with a girl, I would have laughed in his face and think he had a screw loose. And if he had said that she would actually be part of a secret, I would have been rolling on the floor with a humongous stomachache and telling him to go take a long walk off a short pier. But no one ever told me anything like that and it was just my mouth that blurted out, “I think we need to decide who will be the leader of this group. I suggest …” I wanted to say “myself,” but before I could, “Aviva” slipped out. Reuven looked at me as if I was crazy, and just to avoid any doubt, shouted: “A girl? The leader of a secret club?! Are you totally nuts? Anyone who hears that will laugh at us!”

“Relax,” said Aviva. “No one will know. You’re forgetting that we are a secret club and that means that no one even knows we exist.” Reuven couldn’t argue with that. So he had no choice. He stared at me angrily and demanded that it remain a secret between us. I certainly understood his feelings and swore not to let anyone find out.

What I did find out was that Aviva was brilliant. She was always able to find a creative solution and knew how to make Reuven and me do what she wanted. In my case, that wasn’t very difficult. All she had to do was smile at me, and I was ready to lay the moon at her feet. I would even search the world for “bird honey” for her, which was a figure of speech my father had invented for the impossible demands Mom often made. Like, for instance, not to tell the whole world what was happening in our home.

“And that’s all you saw?” asked Reuven, and I told him that I didn’t see anything especially suspicious in that filthy, neglected apartment, but I didn’t have a chance to check everything because when I heard Aviva’s footsteps, I hid under the bed, on which some green rags had been tossed.

“I saw the rags too,” said Reuven.

“That wasn’t a rag. It was a woman’s green dress,” said Aviva.

“Very peculiar,” said Reuven, scratching the top of his head (this was a sign that something was really bothering him).

Reuven paused a moment and then told us that his mother knew all the people in the neighborhood and what was going on in everybody’s home. He made it sound as if she was not a gossip or anything, but that she was a double of Miss Marple—the detective in Agatha Christie’s books who was always listening for any speck of information.

“Just yesterday, out of the blue, I asked her if she knew an old man who lived on Olei Hagardom Street, and she told me that he had a wife but two years ago she disappeared—probably died—and since then he is a widower. So why would there suddenly be a woman’s dress on his bed?” asked Reuven, and Aviva and I were mystified in the face of this new, surprising information.

A mystery. At this point, the whole matter seemed as strange and indecipherable as ever. In the books it is so easy: you follow the spy, you find his hidden transmitter, his secret stuff and a couple of photographs of aircraft. Then the spy catches the detectives and imprisons them in a dark room. But there is some animal (a rat or a dog) that chews the ropes tying them up, and they escape just moments before the spy can transmit the information to the enemy or before he slaughters them with a jagged dagger. Meanwhile, others alert the police, and they all trap the spy at the last second, and they get to meet a grateful prime minister who awards them a medal for their bravery. In our case, however, we had discovered a spy, and what did he have in his room? Just a green dress that had belonged to some old lady who died a couple of years ago, and my mother’s suitcase.

But what was my mother’s suitcase doing at his place? I tried to work this out in my mind. These were the facts: Mom went to Germany for a week. During this week, the spy disappeared. She returned without a suitcase. The next day, the spy came back with her suitcase. Could he have stolen her suitcase? If so, how did he get to the airport and why specifically my mother’s suitcase? Where was his transmitter? And where was all the stuff we saw him stealing from the garbage cans at the army base? Also, he had to have a camera. Where was it? We would have to go back to his apartment and search more thoroughly. Maybe in the kitchen cabinets? Maybe under the floor? Maybe there was a secret door that we missed? But how could we get into his place now, when he is home and certainly more cautious after he had caught Aviva and nearly caught me?

We watched people walking along the streets; some were carrying shopping bags and some were carrying briefcases. They looked calm and serene. They had no inkling that a spy was living in the heart of their neighborhood, that a man in disguise was there passing on state secrets and would wreak havoc on us all if he wasn’t stopped in time. A little boy dressed as a Native American ran around, shooting arrows and waving a plastic silver-painted axe at us. I’d almost forgotten that tomorrow was Purim. I hadn’t even decided yet what my costume was going to be this year. Suddenly, I knew what we should do.

“Purim gifts!” I jumped up and screamed in excitement. In my excessive enthusiasm, I slipped and fell on my backside.



Chapter 24

“Purim gifts? What does that have to do with anything? Did you fall on your head? I thought you fell on your backside!” Reuven exclaimed and looked at me as if I was from another planet.

“Let him speak,” said Aviva quietly, but Reuven continued.

“Don’t you remember how my mother yelled at me last Purim after one of our neighbors told her I went out begging. She screamed at me half in Hebrew and half in Iraqi Arabic that I’m a disgrace to the family and I should never again dare ask for money from strangers.”

“You understand Iraqi Arabic like I understand Yiddish,” I mocked him. I glanced at Aviva. She signaled with her head for me to continue, so I explained to them the plan I had just thought of. “First of all, we aren’t asking for a handout. Purim gifts aren’t charity. Some older people do it, and lots of the neighborhood kids dress up and go from house to house, make people laugh and receive Purim money. Christians have a similar tradition when they go trick-or-treating on Halloween.” I paused for a moment. It was like the pause actors make to increase tension. Then I continued, “Second, this will be our excuse to get into the spy’s apartment and investigate it from inside.”

It took Aviva and Reuven only a second to understand what I meant. Aviva smiled gently and looked at Reuven as if saying, “I told you we should listen.” Reuven patted my back so hard he almost smashed my shoulder. If I continued being so brave and brilliant, I’d end up without any bones in one piece. Aviva suggested we write out our plan neatly and memorize it.

Here’s the plan as we wrote it into our mission log:


Mission: Infiltration of spy apartment

Code name: Purim gift

Method: R. and M. will dress up as old women and go from house to house asking for “Purim gifts.” The last house will be the spy’s. He won’t suspect anything because there will probably already have been some children who visit, and also because we will have gone to other homes. During this time, A. will remain at home base to cover us. If R. and M. do not return in the designated time, she will call the police or fire brigade.

Supplies: Old women costumes, including face masks, old dresses, and shawls.

D-day: Purim eve, during the reading of Megillat Esther.

Special notes: Make sure to be well disguised. Speak like an old person. Don’t expose your face under any circumstances.



That evening I snuck two dresses waiting for repair out of my mother’s closet. One was a flowery dress with long sleeves and lace around the edges; the other one was blue with red stripes, short sleeves, and ruffles.

I went to Reuven’s house. Aviva wasn’t home, so we decided to start getting ready without her. We helped each other put on the dresses. At first, it was very complicated getting inside one. I don’t understand how girls manage this at all. After I had finally succeeded getting it on, I realized that I couldn’t zip it up at the back.

“Can you zip me up?” I asked Reuven, just like my mother sometimes asked me.

“One moment,” said Reuven and shoved a pair of socks in the front as he burst out laughing.

“They’re not at the same level. And they’re falling.” I laughed. “Maybe oranges would be better.” Reuven rolled with laughter, and the oranges fell out when we started to walk and wiggle like two girls. We tried apples, potatoes, tangerines, and even grapefruit, until Reuven said, “We need to hold them up so they won’t fall. Best to put on that thing that girls wear.”

I don’t know why, but that made me laugh even harder, and I just couldn’t calm down. After we settled down a bit, Reuven went to a drawer and took out one of Aviva’s bras and handed it to me to try on. I took the white garment with the two straps at the back and the bumps in front and I felt my face burning and turning completely red. If someone had put a kettle of water on my head, it would have produced enough steam to propel a ship the size of the Titanic. At that moment, Aviva came into the room, and I threw her “thing” under the bed, crossed my arms and examined the floor as if I were searching for gold.

Aviva looked at us with her beautiful eyes. But her lips twisted in anger, she stamped her feet in fury, and she said that just because we were together in a club didn’t mean that we were allowed to poke into her drawers, and we should have waited for her and not do things behind her back.


I wanted to bury myself in the ground and mumbled a glum apology, but Reuven didn’t seem to care at all. Perhaps it was because they slept in the same room. He pointed out to her that she touches his stuff all the time, that nothing happened to her “thing,” and that if she wanted to help, well, please—we were ready for her to teach us how to put it on.

Reuven obviously knew his sister very well, because Aviva calmed down right away and even smiled at me. She told us we looked very funny in the costumes. Then she bent over, pulled the bra out from under the bed where I had thrown it, and said she would take care of us properly. She came up to me and told me to raise up my arms because she needed to adjust the bra for me. She was very close to me, and I closed my eyes and I tried not to breathe, afraid that she would feel my exhilaration. After the oranges were properly in place, she adjusted my dress and then started to make up my face with lots of powder. She started to put bright red lipstick on my lips. I was in heaven, but not for long.

“What are you putting makeup on for?” Reuven asked. “Why do you think we bought masks?”

“Ah … I forgot,” said Aviva, and I could have sworn she blushed. “It’s … ah … in case his mask falls off.”

“It won’t fall off. It’s got a very strong elastic. Here, try it on,” he said emphatically and tossed me a crumpled rubber mask of an old witch with a large wart on one side.

I knew he was right, but it was so nice to be a part of the “mistake.” I put on my mask, and Reuven put on his. Those masks fit very well, no question. They fit so well that I could barely breathe.


When we were already on the way out, Aviva stopped us. “Wait a minute! You can’t wear sneakers. You need to have shoes with heels!” She looked at us as if we were real girls, not boys in disguise.

I would never have thought about shoes.

“But where will we get high heels?” I asked.

“Trust Aviva,” she said, and her black eyes smiled at me. She was so beautiful at that moment that I was left open-mouthed. It was a miracle that my tongue stayed connected to my jaw.

* * *

Aviva’s idea was not the most exemplary one in the world, but since the best interests of the country were at stake, we believed we could, here and there, go outside the limits of the law. Especially since we had no intention of actually keeping the shoes.

I held up my hands to boost up Reuven outside the shoemaker’s rickety hut, and he opened the wooden shutter. Aviva climbed up my back and then onto Reuven’s shoulders and in a second, she was inside. We thought it would only take a minute or two, but more than ten minutes passed and Aviva hadn’t come out yet. We began to worry that someone might notice us and think we were thieves. So we closed the shutter, but we could see the occasional flash of Aviva’s penlight through its slats. More time passed and Aviva still didn’t appear. My patience was beginning to wear thin. What was going on? Maybe she got stuck and needed rescuing?

“Psst … Aviva,” Reuven whispered.


“Psst … I’ll be right out,” we heard her answer, but twenty more minutes passed before she finally emerged with two pairs of high heels that had been awaiting repair at the shoemaker’s.

“Why did it take so long? Weren’t there enough shoes?” asked Reuven, who was even more agitated than I was.

“There were tons. But I had to find shoes that matched both the dresses and the shawls,” replied Aviva. “Don’t forget, you’re supposed to be women.”

“We’ll return them later,” she added. “Nobody will even notice we took them. Come on, try them on and see if they fit.”

The costumes were perfect. We put on our facemasks, practiced our disguise voices, and were ready to go. Aviva clapped her hands in excitement. She hugged Reuven, who shrugged her off him, and then she hugged me. I didn’t want it to ever end. It didn’t seem fair that she was my best friend’s sister and you are not supposed to fall in love with best friends’ sisters. Maybe it would have been better if Reuven and I had not made up.

Aviva asked us to repeat the plan to make sure that every detail was clear, and then sent us off on our mission.

“Come on, you old folks. Off you go. Don’t worry, I’ll be backing you up all the time,” she said, without looking at me.

An almost-full yellow moon was rising in the east, and under cover of darkness we started out. First, we went to a few local homes. We knocked on the door, and when they opened it, we reached out our hands and said in hoarse voices like old ladies, “Purim gift. Purim gift.” Nobody recognized us, not even people who knew us well, like Zilbershtein the painter or Zehavi the grocer. There were some people who asked us who we were, and several tried to remove our masks, but even though we were old folks, we were agile and managed to escape. The most annoying were the people who were stingy, and instead of giving us a pound or even half a pound, offered us candies or traditional Purim hamantaschen cookies. We haughtily rejected those poor substitutes for cash, and made a note to ourselves to mark those people in our spy journal as highly suspicious suspects.

The closer we got to the spy’s apartment, the more nervous we got. I was breathing heavily under the rubber mask, and my salty sweat burned my eyes. For a moment I wanted to abandon the whole project and go home, but I couldn’t betray Reuven who was puffing along beside me.

We climbed the external stairs, clinging to the rusty railing in order not to fall off our heels. Seven steps. Pause. A one-meter-square landing. Ten more steps. Out of breath and sweaty, we reached the second floor. We ignored the first two apartments and stopped in front of the third door. A strip of yellow light shimmered under the door, and we could hear a radio in the apartment. My heart was pounding. It was hard to stand steady on those high heels, and I nearly toppled over. I held on to Reuven, got my balance, and nodded. “Here we go,” Reuven whispered. “It’s now or never!” Then he knocked three times on the door. His pounding knocks sounded like gunshots, and I looked apprehensively to check that the neighbors weren’t coming out to see what was going on.

“Oh … (cough, cough) … tfu.” I heard footsteps dragging and held up my fists. It’s always good to be prepared. I was suddenly sorry I hadn’t thought to add a cane or a broom. I would have felt safer.


A passing cloud covered the moon and darkness surrounded us. Sweat flooded the rubber mask. I couldn’t see a thing. It was hard for me to breathe. But I couldn’t back out. We knocked on the door again, this time harder. It seemed like an eternity passed. We heard a heavy cough and a raspy voice asking, “Who’s there?” We were silent. We knocked again. The door opened and the scarecrow stood before us. He was wearing long underwear that had once been white. He looked like a skeleton in a shroud. His hands were bony and thin. The sleeves of the shirt were short and barely made it to his wrists, and his pants ended at his knees. His big toes poked out of holes in the gray woolen socks he was wearing. What a perfect disguise he had on. But so did we!



Chapter 25

“Vos vilt ir?” asked the old man. I translated for Reuven that he was asking what we wanted. Why in Yiddish? If it were my house, I would shut him up in a second like I do my parents. But in this situation I couldn’t get angry. We weren’t here to defend the honor of the Hebrew language—we’re here to save the country, and we had a plan.

“Purim gift! Purim gift!” We held out our hands, and it suddenly occurred to me that our hands could give us away. Our palms were small and smooth, not wrinkly and bony like old women’s. If he noticed, we’d be doomed. I slapped Reuven’s hand so that he would drop it, and I put my hands behind my back. The old man looked at us strangely. Through the thick lenses of his black-framed glasses, his eyes seemed enormous and frightening. He didn’t look at all happy to see us. On the contrary, he tried to chase us away, yelling at us, “Nit gelt. Geyt avek.” I didn’t need to translate to Reuven that the old man was saying that he had no money and that we should scram. But we had no intention of doing that.

I noted the space between the old man and the door and, like a cat, slipped under his arm that was leaning on the doorframe. I immediately turned left and went to the bathroom. I left the door open on purpose and stayed close to the inner wall.


There had been no change in the little room. The toilet was still black and cracked, and the shower was still dripping. Above the sink, a broken mirror was hanging on a nail, its edges stained with little specks of rust. I looked into the mirror and saw the old man rushing after me, exactly according to plan.

He came into the bathroom, and I leaped out and closed the door behind me. I leaned back against it, pressing my feet into the ground to block his exit. The old man tried to open the door, but I held it fast with my body as hard as I could. Reuven quickly started searching the apartment, opening the kitchen cabinets, looking into the small, worn wooden closet and swiftly rummaging through the big suitcase lying on the bed. The old man started to beat his fists on the door and yell “Thieves! Thieves!” We were afraid that the neighbors would come, so Reuven signaled me to let go and run.

We took off our high-heeled shoes and ran barefoot, holding the shoes. We got to Reuven’s house. Aviva stood there, biting her fingernails. She rushed toward us, saying that she had been dying of worry and had almost called the police. I asked Reuven if he had discovered anything suspicious or saw the transmitter. He said he saw nothing relevant. There were just a few kitchen utensils, plates, silverware and cups in the kitchen cabinets, and there were only some clothes, underwear and socks in the suitcase. The closet was empty. The green dress was still lying on the bed, as if ready to go out.

“There’s nothing in the apartment except the old spy,” said Reuven. “While you were watching the bathroom, I checked the whole apartment very carefully. There was only that narrow old bed, and, other than the green dress, there was no sign that anyone lives in that dump.”

“Even in the bathroom there was just one toothbrush and just one of those old shaving brushes with the yellow bristles like my dad uses and a razor. I didn’t see any makeup, not even lipstick. No comb and no hairbrush.”

“I think we need to go back there right away and see what’s going on,” suggested Aviva. We didn’t have any better ideas, so we put our high heels back on, fixed up our oldpeople’s costumes, and made our way back toward the spy’s apartment. We were pretty close when I suddenly noticed a bent-over old lady in a green dress with a black kerchief on her head coming from the direction of the spy’s apartment. She walked in small steps leaning on a cane. She came toward us. The hem of her green dress flapped in the wind, and her stick clicked on the pavement. I pointed her out to Reuven and Aviva.

“She’s wearing the dress that was on the bed,” whispered Aviva. “I swear that’s the dress I saw!”



Chapter 26

“Let’s follow her.” We started walking, but one of my stupid high heels decided just at that moment to break, and I fell flat on my face. I tried to get up but got all tangled up in my dress. The straps of the bra came away, and the oranges fell out and rolled in different directions. Reuven ran to gather up the oranges, and Aviva helped me get up and straighten out my dress. We only found one orange. In the meantime, the old lady in green vanished as if the wind had carried her away. We had no idea where she’d gone.

“We lost her,” said Reuven. “How did she disappear so fast? Like a ghost. Everything is so weird. Let’s try to rethink this from the beginning.” We held our hands on our foreheads (each his own forehead) and sank into deep thought. Reuven took out a writing pad and made a neat table of everything we had discovered until now. One column for facts and another column for comments:



	No.
	Fact
	Comment



	1
	The old spy is dangerous and cunning.
	It’s obvious.



	2
	The spy gathered secret information from a military base.
	Why didn’t the guard on duty stop him?



	3
	The spy takes evasive action.
	Hangs socks out to dry on a rainy night.
Gets on and then off the bus at the same stop.




	4
	The spy disappeared for a week.
	It is probable he went in a suitcase to his operators in Germany.



	5
	The spy’s wife died.
	According to a very “reliable source”—Reuven’s mother.



	6
	The spy lives in abject poverty.
	Obviously part of his cover so he won’t stick out in the neighborhood.



	7
	A green dress was lying on the spy’s bed
	Whose dress?



	8
	An old woman in a green dress came out of the apartment block in which the spy lives.
	Who is this woman? Did she come from the spy’s apartment? If so, how come we didn’t see her? Is this the same green dress?




This was indeed a real mystery. On the one hand, we had seen an old woman in a green dress coming out of the house. This could lead to the conclusion that there were two spies. Which also corresponded with the math. But on the other hand, we had checked the apartment, and we were one hundred percent certain—even two hundred percent (even though there is no such thing)—that the old man lived alone and there was no woman.


“Maybe it’s his wife’s spirit?” Reuven suddenly came up with this crazy hypothesis which wasn’t really like him. “I read once that the souls of murdered people don’t leave their homes. They stay there and haunt the ones who killed them.”

“That makes no sense because we saw the old lady come out! The ghost has to stay in the house where it was murdered and disturb whoever comes to live there. Besides, ghosts wear white sheets. I never read about a ghost wearing a green dress. Also, we don’t believe in ghosts or other shapeless threats coming through the door.” I said and I laughed to myself as I thought of my father, who ran around closing windows and doors, but he was not actually afraid of a shapeless death coming through our door apart from the wind itself, which he was terrified would sneak in and strike him with pneumonia. Since we didn’t have any Plan B, we decided in the meantime to count how much money we had collected so far. Our old lady costumes had proven really quite successful. Our total take came to an amazing twenty-two pounds, a really huge sum that was enough to buy a genuine leather soccer ball!



Chapter 27

The night’s events kept flashing through my mind as I tried to sleep. Something was bothering me. It was something I had seen when the old man tried to block the doorway. Sometimes I would try to remember a thing that was right on the tip of my tongue and couldn’t, and then suddenly, out of the blue, it would pop out.

I kept asking myself how that old spy could possibly have managed to hide his wife for so long without anyone knowing—not even Reuven’s mom, who knew almost everything that happened in the neighborhood without even leaving the house. Everyone was sure that his wife was dead—why was such a diversion necessary? Was he holding her by force? Maybe they were collaborators?

At that point, I closed my eyes and sank into a strange dream in which I was racing along on a broom and an old, green-haired lady, riding a floor squeegee that was spinning round and round like the propeller of a helicopter, was chasing me. I turned to look behind me and I saw her green eyes bulging out like frog’s eyes, and long, green, hooked fingernails that looked like sickles. The wind ruffled my hair and tugged at my shirtsleeves. I was shivering from the cold. The old witch’s green dress fluttered like a sail in the wind and her arms were bare. The moon illuminated her dark-green hair. Her eyes flashed and shot out sparks of cold green fire. She screamed in Yiddish, “Gey dray darayn! Gey dray darayn!” I knew this expression from Mom: Go to hell! Go to hell! A white beam of light fell on her right arm. On her forearm was a flashing blue number, blinking on and off like an advertising sign, one blue number after another. I woke up in a sweat. That was it! That was what had been bothering me the whole time. When the old man slammed the door earlier, I noticed a blue number on his arm. He had also been there. In a Nazi concentration camp!

I couldn’t fall back asleep. The knowledge overpowered me. I had to share this information with someone. The house was dark. Mom was sleeping peacefully, and Dad was snoring loudly. I carefully got out of bed and threw on a coat, opened the shutter and jumped nimbly down into the yard. No one heard me. I headed directly to Aviva and Reuven’s house. I stood behind the fence and threw a pebble at the shutter of their room. And another. And another. Finally, the shutter opened and Reuven, wrapped in his pajamas, peered outside. A second later, Aviva appeared. I waved at them and they jumped out. I told them about my discovery.

“He’s got a blue number. He was in a concentration camp like my mother. He can’t be a spy,” I told them.

“You are so naive sometimes,” mocked Aviva.

“Naive? Me? I saw the blue number on his arm. Isn’t that enough?”

“Well, if the Germans are sending spies here, how would they do that?” Aviva’s question was rhetorical. It was the kind of question where you don’t expect an answer to because it’s obvious.


I understood immediately. Our neighborhood was full of Nazi camp survivors, so, obviously, he had drawn a blue number on himself in order not to stand out and arouse suspicion.

Aviva and Reuven jumped back through their window and disappeared into their room. The shutter closed and I was left alone to ponder a situation that was just getting more and more complicated. I turned around and slowly walked home, counting my steps. I opened the shutter quietly and went into the bedroom. Mom was still very quiet in the lower bed. I couldn’t hear her breathing and I panicked. I went up close and listened. Her breathing rattled. The blanket was slightly untucked, and in the light of the moon that peeped through the window, I could clearly make out the blue number on her arm. Why didn’t she remove it? I wondered. There’s bound to be some kind of operation that can remove a tattoo. Why does she have to let everyone know that she was in a concentration camp?

The concentration camp where Mom had spent two years of her life was Auschwitz.



Chapter 28

Evening fell. The sky was shrouded in black, and stars twinkled in the background. The full moon shone, sending out pale rays. We were on an ambush.

We agreed that Aviva would cover us from a distance, and if necessary call for her father to come on the motorbike. Reuven and I hid behind a dumpster and waited patiently like hunters waiting for their prey. Time crawled slowly. Each minute that passed seemed to last forever. Nothing happened. The apartment block was quiet and still. No sign of the spy or his wife. Nobody came out of the building. I was afraid that the spy had realized that we were on his trail and had hurried to escape the country. I was sorry I hadn’t notified the police. All in all, if you thought about it rationally, we had enough evidence against him: the material stolen from the army base, the spy suitcase, his attempts at evasion, the fake number on his hand. The only evidence that was missing was the transmitter and the photos, and the police would certainly discover those.

Just then, the light on the outside steps went on, and we heard a dry cough followed by the sound of a tapping cane. Another minute passed, and out of the third door emerged a bent old lady in a green dress, high heels, and a black kerchief on her head. She was definitely real. I knew this for sure because she cast a shadow, and anybody who knows anything about ghosts knows that they have no shadow and no reflection in the mirror. That proved that the old man had not killed his wife. There had to be a hiding place in his flat, perhaps a door leading to the basement or an extra hidden room where she lived.

“Let’s go! Follow her,” said Reuven.

The green-dressed old lady started to walk down the street and we followed. Step by step, slowly and steadily. She crossed Olei Hagardom Street and entered the narrow alley between the houses. She passed by Zilbershtein the painter’s house. The gray dog barked at her, but she continued on her way. Her pace was hesitant, and sometimes she almost tripped. The lane ended at Lehi Street. She crossed the narrow road and went toward my house. Why was she going there?

Like thunder on a clear day, the answer dawned on me. She was going to broadcast information to the enemy, and the transmitter was probably hidden in our house. But where? The shreds of newspaper that had been scattered in the old man’s bathroom suddenly appeared before my eyes. Lotz! Horse! Champagne! Now I remembered where I had seen these words before. In the newspaper where I had read the article about the German scientists in Egypt, there was another story about an Israeli spy who had been captured in Cairo. He was called the “Champagne Spy” because he had opened a riding club in Cairo for the elite of Egyptian society. He became very popular because the champagne flowed like water at his parties, and, as a result, he was able to glean information from high government Egyptian officials and then transmit it to us. He had also tried to assassinate some of the German scientists working in Egypt who were trying to build an atomic bomb to destroy us. He had sent them envelopes filled with explosives. Some were injured when they opened them. In the article, Lotz had revealed his methods to his Egyptian interrogators. I remembered it by heart:


Lotz Discloses to Egyptian TV his Activities “in the Israeli Intelligence Service”

Johann Wolfgang Lotz, the “Champagne Spy,” described how he sent letter bombs to German scientists in Egypt. In a television interview, he displayed the wireless devices that he had hidden inside kitchen scales. He claimed he had instructions to detonate the devices if his discovery seemed imminent. He also claimed that the quantity of explosives in his house was enough to destroy a bridge or a building.



The Champagne Spy Lotz—who other papers also called the Spy in the Saddle—had hidden his wireless devices in an innocent household appliance. But there were barely any appliances in our house that the old lady might be going to use, except … What could be more innocent than a sewing machine? That was where the transmitter had to be! Now it was obviously why I was forbidden to touch it! It was probably filled with explosives. It wasn’t a coincidence that it sounded like a typewriter. My mother must have really been using it to type. To write out messages to our enemies. Right under my nose. I had always thought she was mumbling to herself in Yiddish, but maybe it was actually German, which sounds very similar. And what about that locked drawer in the closet? What could be hidden in there? A secret code? Photos of secret facilities? Maps of the army base? And what about her blue number? Now it was obvious to me why she did not attempt to remove it. Not because it couldn’t be removed. On the contrary—if it came off, it would reveal her identity. How could I have been so blind all these years?

Like a building constructed from the ground to the rafters, I built up the story in my mind. I saw my mother getting off the plane, waiting for her suitcase; it is on the carousel with all the other suitcases. She lets all the others collect their luggage, and then she drags her huge suitcase to a hidden corner. A click and then another click, and the lid pops opens and—a little bent and a little wrinkled—the old spy swiftly emerges from it. He takes the suitcase and exits nonchalantly, like a regular passenger. Mom waits a bit and then goes and reports a missing suitcase. Tomorrow, they will bring the empty suitcase to our house as if they have found it in the Lost and Found, and explain that someone must have broken in and stolen its contents. Now, it was also perfectly obvious why she had hidden that note I sent to Dad begging him to come and help rescue Aviva when she had been captured by the spy. Mom was the spy’s partner. They were both sophisticated spies, and it was clear they had thought of everything. That is, almost everything. There was one thing they had forgotten to take into account: Aviva, Reuven, and me—brave, bold sabras ready to sacrifice themselves for their country.

Suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder. I jumped forward in panic, almost knocking Reuven over.


“Shh. It’s me. Why do you think the old woman went to your house?” It was Aviva who had joined us.

I debated whether to reveal to them my ideas and conclusions. Maybe I was wrong? Maybe there was another explanation? But what other explanation could there possibly be? It all fit together. The suitcase. The sewing machine. The drawer. The trip to Germany. The spy. The red message on the green note. It all fit together perfectly like a jigsaw puzzle. How could I possibly hide such information from my partners? It would be treason—as if I, myself, were a double agent who wasn’t even loyal to his friends. I decided that loyalty reigned above all else, and I explained it in detail, the way Sherlock Holmes would explain it to Dr. Watson. I gave dry facts and data and, the way one constructs a proof in mathematics, I showed how one thing led to another. Aviva and Reuven looked at me in amazement. Their jaws dropped lower and lower as I continued with my explanation. When I finished, you could have stuffed a watermelon into each of their mouths. Then Reuven gave me another whopping pat on the back and said, as if reading my thoughts, “Well done! You are one real Sherlock Holmes!” That was a huge compliment, but I found no joy in it at all. I’d rather be wrong a hundred times and not discover that my mother was a foreign agent.

“There might be another explanation. I’m not sure we are seeing the whole picture,” said Aviva, looking at me. I figured she was just trying to comfort me and even she knew that there was absolutely no doubt about my awful conclusion.

We had no choice. I would have to blow the whistle on my mother to the police. Then I would be forced to leave the neighborhood—who would want to be friends with the son of a spy? And worse, I would have to live with Dad and eat burned omelets for the rest of my life. At least I would earn double from taking that awful fish oil. Perhaps that saying “every cloud has a silver lining” had a point.

The old spy’s wife stood in front of the door of my house. Knock, knock. Pause. Knock.

“One moment,” I heard Mom call. The door opened and a ray of light illuminated the stooped old woman. I could see Mom’s silhouette against the background of light. My mother—a spy. I wanted to die. Everything went fuzzy around me.

“Yes?” said Mom. “Can I help you, madam?”

“Purim gift! Purim gift!” came a hoarse and husky voice, and I couldn’t believe my ears. I looked at Reuven and Aviva. They were just as stunned as I was. But then Reuven whispered, “It’s all a cover-up! Get ready for action!”

“What a nice costume,” said Mom. “Really beautiful. You deserve a prize. Come in. Come on in. My wallet is inside.” Mom turned around and went in and the old lady followed.

Mom went to the closet, bent over, and opened her secret drawer. She got out her small-change purse and walked back toward the door. She didn’t notice that she hadn’t closed the drawer. This was her crucial mistake. I raced around the house, jumped in through the back window, and went to the open drawer. I reached in and pulled out a brown envelope. I felt it. There was something in it. This was the big secret that Mom was hiding and was probably connected to her assignment. I didn’t have time to check what was inside. I watched my mother’s back as she advanced toward her accomplice. Now the two spies would probably exchange codes and then broadcast the secrets that had been stolen from the army base to the enemy. I felt as if I was suffocating. I couldn’t breathe. I saw Aviva and Reuven staring from the other side. I waved the envelope so that they could see it. Aviva motioned to me to come back, but Reuven was signaling with his thumb downward. That was the sign for action. I stuffed the envelope under my shirt. Reuven was wound up and ready to go like a spring. Aviva tried to stop him, but he was too fast for her.



Chapter 29

“After me!” shouted Reuven, and like a bull charging at a red cape, he leaped forward and grabbed the old lady’s green dress. She was knocked over from the collision and fell onto the tiled floor. It didn’t take me a moment to swing into action. I ran across the length of the two rooms and pushed my mother aside. I jumped on the old lady, held her hand, pushed up her sleeve, and with a finger covered with spit, wiped at that fake blue number. Just a bit more effort, and I will expose the fraud.

“What are you doing? Are you crazy?” Mom screamed. She pushed Reuven and me from on top of the old lady.

“You! Don’t interfere!” I yelled at her. “We know everything. She’s a spy. And so are you!” I stood up to face her, my hands straight at my sides, demonstrating a little hesitation but tough and decisive nonetheless. It didn’t make much of an impression on her. She ignored what I said. She swatted me aside, and I didn’t dare push back, even though I was taller and stronger than her.

“Are you out of your mind? Hooligans!!! Meshigene un di gantse kop.” This Yiddish expression I knew well; it loosely translated as “You’re totally crazy!” At that moment, I should have jumped her and put her out of action, but paralysis gripped me. I couldn’t budge an inch.

Reuven stood frozen too. Mom helped the old lady get up and pulled her into the living room. She sat her next to the huge table. The green dress slid off the old lady’s shoulder. Her face seemed to slip—she was wearing a mask! The mask fell off, and beneath it was … the old man’s skinny face! Blood trickled from his forehead and tears streamed from his eyes. The spy cried soundlessly. Mom wiped his thin, emaciated face with a damp cloth, gave him some water to drink, and placed some ice on his wound. He drank quietly and his eyes, enormous under his thick glasses expressed thanks and embarrassment.

“What in the world is going on? Why are you two jumping on people like that?” asked Mom, her voice angrier than I’d ever heard before.

“It’s not just ‘people.’ He’s a spy,” I said in a feeble voice.

“Yes. We have been trailing him, and he is a German spy in disguise,” continued Reuven from where he was in the corner.

“A spy? Who put this nonsense into your head?”

“What’s going on here? What’s all the noise?” called Dad, running into the living room holding a newspaper.

“Now I understand,” said Mom, looking at Dad. “Nu …! This is what you and your Fischel have put into the boy’s head. Spies he is catching now!”

“What spy?” asked Dad, who still didn’t fathom what was going on.

“Him!” said Mom, pointing at the old man who had stopped drinking his water so he could hack out another cough. Now that Dad was in the picture, I could relax. He would back me up. After all, he knew everything about double agents and he’d believe us.

“And her too!” I said, pointing at Mom. “They are both spies and double agents!”


I knew Dad would understand, and the look in his eyes proved it. They were filled with joy and delight. Then he burst out in wild laughter, letting off some really crazy noises until he had to sit down and wipe the tears streaming from his blue eyes down his stubbly face.

“He and she are spies? That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. It’s not even funnier if I say it in Yiddish. I have to tell Fischel. He will die laughing.”

“What’s so funny? The boy attacks helpless people and you are sitting there laughing?” Mom didn’t have much of a sense of humor, and to avoid all doubt, she also said in Yiddish, “S’iz nit keyn shpas. It’s not funny.”

“To me, it’s funny!” howled Dad.

“It’s really not funny!” I shouted at Dad. “She actually is a spy. And she tried to hide the fact that he”—I pointed at the stranger who was now standing, embarrassed—“captured Aviva and locked her in his toilet!”

“What is this nonsense?” Mom asked, expressing astonishment. “Who is a spy? Who locked who in a toilet?”

What a great actress, I thought bitterly. She is pretending she doesn’t know anything. We all know that she is his partner. Thoughts flew through my mind. I knew I had to find indisputable proof, and fast. I looked at Mom. She was standing in her ever-present apron next to her co-conspirator, who was pretending to be wounded and wiping his brow with a damp cloth. My eyes landed on a bit of green peeking out of Mom’s pocket, and at that moment I knew I had found what I was looking for. Was there any better proof than the note I had sent to Dad, which she had hidden from him to protect her accomplice?


“I’m talking about this!” I yelled, and pounced toward her. With one deft motion, I whipped the green paper with the red message for help out of her apron pocket. “How do you explain why you hid this?” I blurted out victoriously as I waved the crumpled paper airplane in front of her eyes like a fan.

“Just a moment,” said Dad. He took the message from my hand and read it aloud. “There’s a Nazi spy at 3 Olei Hagardom! He caught Aviva! Hurry! SOS.” He looked at me and at Mom, shook his head and said calmly. “I’ve never seen this before.”

“But Mom saw it. She read it and hid it!” I yelled excitedly.

“She may have seen it, but she didn’t read anything,” said Dad, and we all looked at him in shock. I hadn’t known Mom was illiterate.

“You don’t know how to read?” I asked her in disbelief.

“She can read,” laughed Dad. “But you don’t know everything. Mom can’t distinguish between red and green. It’s a type of color blindness. As far as your Mom’s concerned, there’s nothing written on this note. Nothing at all, gurnisht mit gurnisht,” he added in Yiddish, and knew that I wouldn’t react this time.

Mom looked at me with her brown eyes as if she were saying, “I was going to tell you, but I didn’t want to upset you,” and I remembered how she had asked me to thread green thread onto a needle while handing me a spool of red thread, and then asked me to find the correct thread. Now I understood why.

The old man finished drinking his water and started coughing again very loudly. Mom returned to the issue at hand.


“How can you not be ashamed? It’s not enough what they did to him in the camps? Here, in Israel, he also gets attacked? What wrong did he do to you? Who needs you to get such good marks in school if this is the way you act?” I breathed a sigh of relief. She certainly didn’t mean me. You certainly couldn’t accuse me of excelling in my studies.

“But that blue number is just for camouflage. He wasn’t really there,” I said. But now I was not so sure.

“How do you know who was there?” She burst with rage. I had never seen her like this. Her eyes glared. She balled up her fists and waved her hands around. The blue number stood out on her white arm. Then all the wind went out of her, and she sank down in the chair weeping bitterly. Through her tears, I heard her whisper in Yiddish, “Far vos?” And I knew she was asking, “Why?”

“So why did he dress up like an old woman?” asked Aviva, who until now had said nothing.

This seemed a good question. Mom stopped crying and looked at the old man.

“Really. Far vos? Why?” Dad asked him.

We all looked at him. A weak, old man with a persistent cough. A walking skeleton. Eyes sunk in their sockets. Thin, graying hair. Two yellow teeth in an otherwise toothless mouth. If he had been wearing striped pajamas, he would have looked exactly like the camp prisoners behind the barbed wire.

“Ikh bin hungerik,” he replied in Yiddish.

Dad translated, “Because he’s hungry.”

The old man babbled nonstop and Dad translated. Knowing Dad, he probably added some of his own interpretation:


“He has no money for food and is too embarrassed to go on welfare or go begging, and when the children came asking for Purim gifts he thought that if he dressed up as an old woman, nobody would recognize him, and that way he could have a bit of money to buy some bread.”

“But we saw him stealing documents from the army base,” said Reuven.

“I wasn’t stealing. I was looking for food,” mumbled the old man. “Sometimes there are leftover vegetables or potato peelings or slices of dried bread and I take them home like I used to do there.”

“Well, why did you get on the bus at the station and then get off the back, if not as an evasive tactic?” I asked. I wasn’t ready to give up so easily. I remembered very well how he had disappeared from us on the bus. He couldn’t tell us he was looking for food in the bus.

The old man blinked. He didn’t know what to say. Mom answered, “He doesn’t always remember what is happening to him. He probably wanted to go the other way, and I guess he realized he had made a mistake and got off. That’s all.”

“Sure,” I said sarcastically. “I hope he can remember his own name.”

“Sender Goldwasser,” said the old man, and smiled a toothless smile as if he had successfully answered the question the Prime Minister asks at the annual Bible quiz.

“So why did he go to Germany for a week?” asked Reuven. It was good that he remembered.

The old man didn’t understand the question at all. Dad repeated the question in Yiddish, and the old man shook his head vehemently and spoke excitedly as he waved his fists.


“He wasn’t in Germany. He would never ever step foot in that country—may its name be blotted out forever—again,” Dad translated.

“But he disappeared for a week exactly when Mom went there. Are you telling me they didn’t travel together? She didn’t take him in that suitcase?” I was dead serious, but Dad burst out laughing, and even Mom allowed a little smile on her lips.

“How could your Mom carry him in a suitcase? She can barely carry herself!”

Mom was not offended.

“Like that double agent. The spy in the suitcase,” I said. “You read it to me!”

Just at that moment, we heard a loud honk from outside. I looked out the window. A blue-and-white pickup truck was stopping in front of the house. The driver stuck his head out of the window and shouted, “Do you know, maybe, where the Friedmans live?”

“Here,” I shouted back.

“Excellent! I have something for Mrs. Zipporah Friedman.” The driver pulled down a large black suitcase with copper clasps. “Is this your suitcase, madam?” he asked Mom, and she nodded. “It made a trip around the world. Instead of Tel Aviv, they sent it to Libya,” he laughed and dragged it with some difficulty. “It’s as heavy as hell. It’s a good thing the Libyans didn’t think there was a spy inside. That’s popular these days.” He roared with laughter and handed some forms to Mom. “Sign here, and here. Great! Goodnight.” The driver went back into his cab, turned the ignition and backed up down the narrow road that had room for only one car and no place to turn around.


“I saw this exact same suitcase at his home,” said Reuven.

“Most people have a suitcase like this in their home. It’s the strongest model,” said Dad, and with that, the mystery of the suitcase was brought to a close.

“But he disappeared for a week,” I insisted.

Dad was silent. He looked at Mom. She was silent too. So was the old man. Then Mom looked him in the eye, and he nodded his head and closed his eyes as if he didn’t want to hear what was coming. In a soft and gentle voice, Dad said, “Some people who have been in the camps sometimes feel very bad. They have awful, painful memories, and then …” He paused, took a deep breath, looked at Mom, and when her eyes told him to continue, he added, “… then they admit themselves to the hospital until they relax and can go home.”

Dad said “hospital” but I knew he meant the psychiatric hospital, and at that very moment I remembered his convalescent home. I never imagined that people might go there on their own volition once in a while to rest and recharge. I always thought that someone who went there ran around crazy and drooling, but here, in front of me, was this weak man. He looked perfectly normal, except for his skinny legs, perhaps. On the other hand, I also had skinny legs.

Suddenly I felt so ridiculous. How could I even have suspected Mom? I was flooded with guilt. Then I remembered I had something under my shirt: the brown envelope I had found in Mom’s secret drawer. I fingered it and I felt thin cardboard inside. It surely couldn’t be anything but a secret code. I had almost been fooled. Another moment and the spies would have slipped away from us. But not this time, and not now.


“Very well done,” I said to the spies as I tried to steady my voice. “I almost believed you. But what do you have to say about this?” I waved the brown envelope in front of them. This time I surely wasn’t wrong. I saw the panic and fear on my mother’s face. She tried to grab the incriminating envelope out of my hand. I nimbly kept it out of her reach, and with a quick motion, tore open the envelope. A faded photograph fell out and landed face-down on the floor. This would be our conclusive proof that they had photographed secret facilities. Mom looked paralyzed. I picked it up. Mom covered her face with her hands, hiding herself just like someone guilty would. I turned over the picture and was shocked. Chills ran up and down my spine, and I felt myself trembling all over. I couldn’t move. Dad came over and removed the picture from my grasp. He gave it a quick glance and handed it to Mom. She hugged the picture to her bosom as if it were a baby.

Dad hugged her gently. She laid her head on his chest. “Shh,” he whispered to her. Reuven and Aviva watched me, waiting for me to explain. I didn’t know what to say. It was a yellowed photograph of a young child. He had huge, frightened eyes, high cheekbones and a prominent chin, like me. Two long curly payot dangled below his ears and a big black kippah covered his shaved head. He frightened me.

“This is Mottel. Your uncle, Mordechai. You were named after him. He is Mom’s younger brother. The Nazis—may their names be blotted out forever—murdered her whole family. You know that Mom had three brothers and three sisters. They were all murdered at Auschwitz, along with her parents and all her aunts and uncles. Everyone. She has no one left. Not for her and not for us. Only Fischel and I are left.” Dad paused for a moment. This seemed to be very difficult for him, and his voice broke. He pointed to the photograph that Mom was holding and continued:

“Mom’s mother, that is to say your grandmother, died when she gave birth to him. That often happened at that time. Women gave birth in their homes and complications arose and the mother died. Your mother was just ten years old and her father was unable to raise the child. He spent most of his time studying in a yeshiva, and he lived on handouts.” This last bit Dad said in a tone of anger mixed with contempt.

I could see Mom didn’t like this, and she said something to him furiously in Yiddish and he answered her with some long sentences. But this time I didn’t say anything to them about speaking in their mother tongue. Suddenly, the Yiddish didn’t sound so annoying. It sounded soothing and brought back memories of Mom singing me lullabies in Yiddish and Dad whispering terms of endearment in Yiddish. Dad continued talking in a low, quiet voice. “Your Mom raised Mottel—Mordechai—like a little mother. Him and her father.” Dad paused for a moment. “That photograph is the only remaining memento she has of her family, and she managed to keep it all those years in Auschwitz.” This time, Dad said “Auschwitz” and not “the camp” as he usually referred to it, and that word sent shivers up my spine. I couldn’t control myself.

Dad handed me a handkerchief. I wiped at the tears that were streaming now and blew my nose. Aviva and Reuven stood frozen in place. The old man stopped coughing. There was silence. Finally, Mom put the photograph of Mottel back into the brown envelope and replaced it in the drawer. This time she didn’t lock it. She returned to the living room and began to set the table.

“Let’s eat,” she said. “Reuven, you sit next to Mr. Sender, and Aviva, you sit next to Motti.”

“Mordechai. My name is Mordechai. Mordechai Friedman. I hate abbreviations,” I said. Mom stood still for a moment, and I could swear that I saw her smile. Dad sat down at the head of the table, and when Mom ladled out the soup for him, he laid his hand on the blue number on her arm.

That night, before I went to bed, I took out my savings box. It was bursting and there was no room for the extra money we had collected from the Purim gifts. I held it close to me and closed my eyes, but instead of the genuine leather soccer ball I had always seen in my mind’s eye in those moments of joy, I saw the wretched image of the old man poking around in the trash. I saw the blood on his face when we jumped him, his fearful eyes when his mask fell off and the toothless embarrassed grin when Mom sat him down next to her and gave him some hot soup. At that moment, I knew exactly what I had to do.

Aviva said it was a wonderful idea and Reuven agreed. They each brought their savings and we all went to Zehavi’s grocery store and exchanged the coins for bills. We put it all into a brown envelope and that very same evening slid it under the third door on the second floor of the block where the non-spy lived, along with a little note on which we had written the name of a dentist.


Mom invited old Sender to be a regular guest in our home every Friday night. He taught me to play chess. Maybe he wasn’t the dangerous spy we originally thought, but we were not completely wrong. He was certainly cruel and evil. Fact! He didn’t let me beat him in a game even once. You should have seen him the moment he was about to make his final move. His eyes would sparkle like the eyes of a wolf who had just caught a fat chicken, his bony hand would clutch his game piece, he would hold it up high and then slam it down on the winning square, proclaiming “Checkmate!” in a shrill yet husky, voice. Then he would lean back, hands behind his head, and grin, his mouth full of sparkling new teeth, each of which looked like a little ivory soccer ball.

Dad was also happy to have this new-found friend who always listened with the utmost attention and never disagreed with what Fischel or Dad said.

* * *

I would like to say that this whole story ended perfectly, but, unfortunately, it was not so. It turns out there is some being in this world who deals out justice, and those who betray their friends and reveal secrets do not escape retribution. The role was given to Miss Miriam, our teacher. One day, declaring that Reuven and I were disrupting her lesson too much, she ordered Reuven to move up one row and sit next to Ofra. Reuven was thrilled. So was Ofra. I, on the other hand, was not so pleased. You tell me: Don’t you think that having to sit next to Bigmouth Shula till the end of the year is a rather excessive punishment for one little slip of the tongue?


So, our spy mystery is over. Now we are waiting for the Eight on the Track of One film to make its debut. Maybe, there, we will find the answer to the most difficult question of all: How was it possible that the mathematics was wrong?
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