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Night Swimming in the Jordan is a beautiful, compelling and important novel, which explores the political landscape of 1970s Israel through the story of a young girl in a Kibbutz community. A heart-breaking love story told with a powerful sense of time and place, it shows the effect of dogma and religious conflict on individuals and families. In a world that seems torn apart by difference, this novel is both necessary and timely.

— Sophie Pierce, writer and broadcaster




This is a deeply satisfying read, an engaging depiction of a growing girl’s world infused with finely textured detail. The reader is plunged into Abbie’s life in the kibbutz, her first love affairs and her dawning realisation of political differences. It is a coming of age novel, a multi-generational saga, an exploration of the way in which ideology and nationalism can define individual lives. The cast of Night Swimming are so fully realised you can feel their blood flowing in your veins, share in their suffering and celebrate their small victories.

— Anna Lunk, author of Amie’s Rest.




In Night Swimming in the Jordan Lahav Gregory opens the door on a world under-represented in fiction. Hers is a sensitive coming-of-age story told with real warmth about a young girl hungry to explore everything the world has to offer beyond the confines of the kibbutz. But as she begins to enjoy the thrills of first love, political unrest rumbles louder in the wings, and the events of one protest march will send shockwaves across the continent for decades to come.

— Delphine Gatehouse, editor, Daniel Goldsmiths Associates




A wise and daring novel that sensitively explores the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, told by Abbie, growing up on a kibbutz and drawn into the waters of youthful desire and politics. Swept along in the maelstrom that engulfs her family and friends as they struggle to find stability, it will be her daughter, Yasmin, who tries to unravel the past. Yaara Lahav Gregory sheds humane light on this important subject, which she understands because she has lived through it.  

— Rebecca Gethin, poet and novelist
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Night Swimming in the Jordan


PROLOGUE




Torquay, England, March 2008




Yasmin picked me up from the hospice today. She helped me into the passenger seat of the car, and we drove down to the bay. There was a chill wind at the seafront, and we stayed in our seats, looking out. The water was vast and grey, restrained with quiet, slow waves. Yasmin held my hand. 

Does it upset you that I’m driving your car, Mummy? 

Not in the least darling, I’m glad it’s being used rather than gathering rust on the road.

Gathering dust, not rust. And it’s a car, Mum, not a horse, it doesn’t need to be exercised. 

We laughed a while and were quiet. 

On the beach, two women left their clothes in neat piles and walked into the sea. Yasmin talked about the children she works with at school, about wanting to train as a teacher. I’m so proud of you, darling, I said, and thought of Queenie. Beautiful, vibrant Queenie, not yet thirty years old and a student at the Teachers Seminar when she died all those years ago. Queenie, who was too young to be our mother but loved and looked after us as a mother should. 

I told Yasmin teaching was wonderful, a noble profession, but tears were in my voice. She said, Mum, what are you crying for, we’re talking about something good. We sipped milky tea from a flask as the two swimmers made their way along the coast, leaving faint foamy trails. 

I said, I’d like to go in the sea one more time. My words were steady without pain, but Yasmin cried, Oh Mummy, and squeezed my hand. So I hastened to add, But I’m too soft now for the open water with all the hot baths they give us. 

Don’t make light of it Mum, you miss it, it’s okay to be sad. And I wondered, where did she learn such kindness. Not from me. After a while she said, I used to love your stories about swimming, about the Jordan. 

Ah. I sighed. The Jordan, yes, there was not much else one could do in the heat in those days.

Remember that tortoise you found on the riverbank? 

Oh yes, I wrote about it, it’s in one of the diaries. 

Tell me again.

I will darling, another time, I’m tired now. 

In the afternoon Ivanka pushed my wheelchair to a sunny bench in the garden. Shall I stay with you a while, Abbie, she asked, but I dismissed her, Go on now, back inside, you’ve better things to do than hang around here. Sitting among bees and dragonflies, primroses and bluebells. I look over the bay and wait for Queenie to arrive, to sit by my side. 

Do you remember the story I wrote, about the tortoise? 

I think so, though you never did let me read it. 

I was going to but then you died.

Ah, yes. Did the tortoise run away? 

It did. I was upset and Ester called me a baby. 

She shouldn’t have done that, it’s okay to cry. 

I know that now. Doesn’t the sea look peaceful? 

Beautiful. 

Oh the gladness of seeing my Queenie once more, and talking about the days.


Chapter 1: Jordan Valley, Israel




5 April 1969




After lunch I went to the library to borrow Anne Frank again. Queenie had turned the air-conditioner on in the children’s house, which meant it was 43 Celsius outside. Or more. Hot enough to fry an egg on a car bonnet. Apparently. I would like to check whether this is true, but Father doesn’t own a car. He drives Community-shared ones, and you can’t break an egg onto one of those, whatever the weather. 

Normally in the summer, no one can sleep after lunch, we toss and turn, sweating into our beds, until Queenie says it’s three o’clock, the end of rest-time. But occasionally it gets so hot she takes pity on us and turns on the air-conditioners, only for an hour; it’s like throwing hundred-shekel notes into a bonfire, she says. Then the children fall asleep, even Leo and Saffi do. But today I just couldn’t drop off, however many songs I went through inside my head. And Queenie said I may go to the library instead. Only me. Even though it was rest time!

I love Queenie, she looks after all us children. She’s too young to be our mother, but she can make you feel precious with a flash of her smile. Sometimes she kisses me goodnight. Just me. She is the most beautiful woman I have seen in real life. Her hair is dark and straight, soft and shiny, and sometimes she wears it in loose plaits. I’ve tried to plait my hair the way she does but it’s so thick and stiff the plaits look like bunches of straw. Queenie wears cut-off jeans and rings with big stones. When she walks, her hips move up and down, up and down. I practise walking that way too, Mother saw me once and said I looked ridiculous, as though I was desperate for a pee. I love Queenie as much as I love Mother. Sometimes more.

In the library, I borrowed Anne Frank and was reading as I walked back. The afternoon wind crept among the houses, a cockerel crowed beyond, a tractor was on its way home to the shed. The pavements are quiet at rest-time. Community Members are in their rooms. But today, a voice said, That book looks interesting.

I looked up. It was Micah Ashkenazi, Saffi’s brother. Wearing army uniform, crumpled and dirty. Shoes dusty, I noticed that straight away. His eyes were squeezed nearly shut against the sun, so his face seemed like a smile. First, I looked around, wondered whether he was talking to me or maybe to someone behind me. But there wasn’t anyone else. Still, I wasn’t sure. He’s even older than Ester, that’s my older sister, maybe twenty years old, why was he talking to me? What’s so interesting about what I’m reading? 

I stood still, we both did, and the moment stretched like a piece of pink Mastic gum you pull out of your mouth with two fingers, teeth holding on to the other end and it gets longer and longer, you can’t pull it any further, your arm is too short, and you lose. But here, today, the Mastic snapped.

It was him who spoke first. I was saying that’s an interesting book. He was still grinning.

I know, I said. I’ve read it. Twice already.

And what do you think of it?

That put me on the spot if I wasn’t on it already. Anne is so clever and nice; she laughs even when her life is so hard. I want to be able to write just like she does. Though I know how her story ends, I never can help hoping she will be saved instead of die in the Nazi concentration camp. But I wasn’t going to say all this to Micah, he’d only tell Ester, and together they’d laugh and call me silly. Also I was feeling nervous with his nearly-shut, staring eyes. So I said, It’s good. Then I smiled, and walked on, still reading.

I’m going to keep a diary just like Anne Frank and if I die in the next war or in a Syrian bombardment my diary may be published and I will become famous in death. And if I don’t die first I may be a famous writer like Jules Verne or Enid Blyton, or my very favourite, Erich Kästner. In his books children always sort things out themselves, the adults never have time to notice what’s happening around them. I love Erich Kästner, but I would never be able to write like him, or even near. 

My name is Abbie. I’m nine years old and nearly a half. I can skip two ropes on the double, which my brother Tommy still can’t and he’s twelve already. I’m good at swimming, and next year Father and I are going to swim the Annual Crossing of the Sea of Galilee, three kilometres long! I live in a Kibbutz Community by the river Jordan. We are Socialists, and everything is shared like it should be in a big family. 

If I become a famous author I will just keep writing more and more, and children all over the world will wait for my latest book to be translated from Hebrew into their languages and their grandmother might bring them my books as presents when she comes to visit. That’s what I really want. And for Josh Pasternak to love me (but I know that will never happen).







3 May 1969




I will never be rich like most famous writers because my money will belong to our Community. You can’t have a private income at the same time as being a Socialist and that’s why after my grandfather Arthur died and left Mother an Inheritance she gave it all away. 

Her brother, Uncle David, lives in Tel Aviv with his wife Betty, where he is a big businessman selling air-conditioners. He offered to open a bank account for Mother where she could keep the Inheritance and no one in the Community need even know. And she need never use it, he said, but Ester, for example, may one day want to go to university and then Mother would be able to help her out. But no, Mother wouldn’t have it. The Community would pay for Ester to go to university, as long as she becomes a Member, and as long as she studies something useful such as book-keeping or even medicine, Ester is that bright and clever she could be a doctor if she put her mind to it. 

Ester says she won’t go to university, even though she’s the best in her class at all the difficult subjects. After military service she’s going to live in Tel Aviv and do a Working Class job, where you work long hours for hardly any money and have dirt under your fingernails. Being Working Class is a step towards The Revolution, Ester says. But Mother and Father think she will change her mind. Like Micah Ashkenazi did; everyone had been worried when he joined the Communists, and look at him now, an officer in a secret crack unit. Mother and Father say Ester will go to university, whatever she thinks or says now.

Uncle David said that their father, my Grandfather Arthur, would not have been happy for Mother to hand over her Inheritance to random strangers. But Community Members are not random strangers. And Mother is not permitted to be in possession of private money, stashed in secret bank accounts or not. Also, Grandfather Arthur most certainly did know what Mother would do with her Inheritance. But David doesn’t believe this, not for a moment. He himself had been certain that Mother would—yes, he was going to say it whether she liked it or not—he had been certain that she would grow out of it. But Mother is a grown woman in her thirties, how dare David suggest she doesn’t know her own mind? In any case, it was too late—the money was already in the Community Treasury; David may as well stop haranguing her.

So then there was relief or a ceasefire, Mother said, as they all went right back to normal, which is David keeping quiet, and Aunt Betty dominating every conversation. Betty has many friends, all with important jobs like running half the army or being surgeons, or otherwise they don’t work at all but meet with their girlfriends at cafés and eat shop-bought cake. Shop-bought cake is something I’d like to try one day. But Mother can’t abide sitting at cafés, being served by low-paid workers. She did not leave London and come to live here, in The Back of Beyond, only for her children to grow up spoilt and bourgeois. Besides, she says in English, which is so embarrassing when there are people all around. Besides, you know, money doesn’t grow on trees.

But the issue of Mother’s inheritance didn’t go away. Every time she and David talk on the phone he just can’t let it rest. Mother and Father don’t have a telephone in their room, but our neighbours Jacob and Ruth do, because Jacob stood on a mine in the Sinai War, 1956. It was a miracle he didn’t die, and he still has metal pieces all through his body. So to make sure he has a comfortable life after doing his duty to our country the government gives him a telephone and a car. And because he is 79 per cent disabled he doesn’t have to hand over these luxuries to the Community. So David sometimes telephones Jacob, after nine o’clock, cheap time, and they hang up straight away, to save on David’s bill, and then Jacob’s wife Ruth walks over to call Mother. And Mother goes to wait by the phone until David calls again after five minutes, or longer if the lines are busy, the whole Nation uses the telephone at nine o’clock, cheap time.

The next day Mother has news. Manu, Betty’s brother, stood up during Passover meal and declared himself a homosexual. Being homosexual means you might leave your wife and children and run off to live with another man; Father’s friend Jonathan did this and was never seen again. 

But Manu never married in the first place and he hasn’t run off, so I don’t know how he is being a homosexual. Mother said she will explain when I’m older. But Leo knows and he told me, it means Manu likes kissing another man. On the lips—which is disgusting. I sometimes imagine myself giving Josh a kiss on his cheek and holding his hand. I must close my eyes when I think of that.

Now Mother says she won’t talk to David on the phone anymore, the man is obsessed, he is obsessed with money, Father will have to do it instead. Father hates the telephone. And he hates to talk about money. He was a child in Yugoslavia when the Second World War started and his parents sent him and his sister Deborah to safety in Palestine. They themselves stayed behind to make more money before going to Palestine also. Then the Nazis invaded their town and shot them into the Danube, the same river Father and Deborah had learned to swim in when they were small children. All the Jews in the town were shot into the river. The fish must have thought Christmas had come early, Manu said at New Year. Mother and Betty frowned. Neither of them likes Holocaust jokes. 

Father thinks if his parents hadn’t been greedy for more money they would have gone to Palestine sooner, with him and Deborah, and been saved. So now he won’t answer David’s calls either. It’s her inheritance, her brother, Father says, as he sits outside on the boulder for a smoke without inhaling.







10 June 1972




Last night there was a bombardment from across the Syrian border. Queenie came to the children’s house to take us down to the bomb shelter. She said to stay calm, as though we wouldn’t, and to take just a pillow, but I stuffed my Anne of Ingleside book inside the pillow-case, and the torch Grandma Rose gave me for secret reading. 

We went down to the bomb-shelter, where I got a bunk next to Saffi. We lay in the darkness, listening to the bombs, like far away thunder. In the bunk above, Leo was making strange noises, pretending he wasn’t scared. In the end Josh rolled over and flicked him hard on the head and that was that, quiet, except older boys snoring.

With my torch under the blanket I read Anne of Ingleside. I cannot get enough of Anne. Last Friday, it was family time, half past four, I was still reading and didn’t go to the parents’ room. So Father and Tommy went looking for me, searched all around, even took a tractor as far as Abudiya, the Arab village on the other side of the Jordan. Then Saffi’s brother Micah told them he’d seen me by the pine grove behind the children’s house, and there I was, sitting on top of the bomb-shelter, reading without a care in the world. Tommy came up behind and twisted my arm so it hurt, said he’d wasted a whole hour looking for me, and I must say, Sorry, Sir! But I know Tommy loves driving the tractor, Father always lets him even though he’s only fourteen.

I finished the book but couldn’t sleep. I thought of Anne, long ago and far away in America, knowing nothing of wars, while we have already known two. 

Anne Shirley is my favourite person. I wish my name were Anne Shirley instead of A-bi-gail-Bos-ko-vitch, jagged and long. Anne Shirley sounds like a smooth pebble, bouncing once, twice on the water, then sinking silently, no fuss. She could be a line in a romantic poem. You wouldn’t use “Abigail Boskovitch” in a poem, except maybe a limerick. Anne hated her red hair, but when she grew up it turned a beautiful auburn. Rita dyes her hair a colour called Auburn Sunset; Leo told me it comes from America where they have time to make up such names. But Rita’s hair is orange, like the persimmon father brought home from army reserve duty, and it’s a waste of money, says Mother; she should let it go grey like all the other Members do. One of my eyes is brown and one grey, and that’s worse than having red hair. Queenie says no one’s perfect, and to stop looking down all the time, you’ll have a hunched back and who would marry you then, eh? 

Look at me when I’m talking to you, Mother chides, people will think you have no manners! By “people” she means the English side of our family; here in Israel no one is bothered by such things. But I don’t care about the English and what they think of children with bent necks and abnormally coloured eyes. 

In books, I love Gilbert Blythe who loves Anne Shirley. She only realises that she also loves him at the very end, lucky he proposes to her again after she’s turned him down. If Josh ever asks me to walk out with him I would say yes. He is the one I love in real life, and thinking of him lying in the next bed but three pushed sleep even further away. I lay awake until all the sighing and creaking had stopped, though not the snoring, and not the far away bomb-thunders. 

In the morning I woke up to see Leo’s leg dangling through the gap between the two bunks. He was prodding me in the ribs, so I squeezed his toe, tight until he begged for mercy. After lunch Mother came by to say Father had been called up in the night, to join the fighting. The bombardments had stopped and we were allowed outside. Lessons were as usual except history—Solomon had also been called up. Solomon is our history teacher and Father’s commanding officer in the Infantry. He’s a lieutenant colonel, and Father only a captain.







15 July 1972




The night we buried Lady I lay awake in bed, thinking about her life, how she broke her leg and Father drove us to the veterinary’s big house overlooking the Sea of Galilee; how I used to check her for ticks, behind the ears, between the toes, pull them out, burn them until they explode in a puff and good riddance. I remembered the litters she had every year, we would fill a canvas sack with grass to make her comfortable, and give the puppies names. And then how upset we were when they were taken away by Chaled the Arab builder, to live in his village, according to Queenie, but actually he had them drowned, we found that out later; you can’t have dogs running around procreating without control and giving us all rabies, Tommy said sagely. 

Lady died in the big dog clear out. There had been a rabies case, and everyone was told to keep their dogs indoors while the strays were rounded up. A notice had gone up in the Dining Room. But us children were away staying in another kibbutz by the sea. No one at home thought to take Lady in, not Mother or Father, maybe they don’t know I’m the one who’s always feeding her and looking for her when it’s time for her vaccination. She belongs to all the children in Squill Group but no one takes care of her like I do. Did. And that’s how she ended up being shot like a stray. Mona found her in a bin. We gave her a solemn burial in the eucalyptus grove outside the security fence, it overlooks the bridge over the Jordan so a nice view for her. Instead of a headstone Ori put up a cross over her grave, he’d seen them in a photograph that shows how many American soldiers died in Vietnam. It’s a Christian thing, but we didn’t mind, the adults don’t know, or they might tell us to take it down. At least, Ori’s parents would, it was Christians who killed their family in the Holocaust. Father doesn’t hold a grudge against Christians even though they also murdered his parents, he’s been an orphan since he was eleven, that’s younger than I am now. I miss Lady every day, but that’s not why this summer has been a sad one, which I will write about next and pray to G-d even though I know he doesn’t exist that no one ever reads this diary but me.







That night, after the burial, as I lay awake, remembering Lady’s life, a secret thing happened. The moon was up and then someone was standing in the doorway, a tall broad shadow. Leo and Sara were asleep. The shadow was still, but after a while he stepped in and stood over my bed. 

It was Micah, Saffi’s older brother. I thought perhaps he was looking for her but he wasn’t. I didn’t answer when he sat on my bed and said Hello Abigail, no one else calls me Abigail, only Grandma Rose, and How are you? I said, Okay and he carried on asking questions in a quiet voice, about my day and favourite subject at school, a hushed close voice, as though we were friends and always did have conversations in my room after lights-out. He said, it was difficult to find you; he had gone into another room first. Someone, maybe Anya, was awake, and he told her he was looking for Saffi. Who was he looking for, was it me I didn’t ask, just lay there, quite calm. 

It was Friday, he was home for the weekend. There had been a party in the Dining Room, he said. Next year when we’re thirteen my class will be allowed to go to such events, but I didn’t say so, it was embarrassing that Micah was sitting on my bed, he’s Saffi’s brother, also Ester’s friend, ten years older than us, what if Leo or Sara wake up, what if someone saw him walking into the children’s house, bold as brass. All I could do was sit up a little and pull the sheet over my pyjama top, it had got tangled between my thighs in the heat of the night. He noticed pretty soon that I was hardly saying anything and so he stopped talking too and sat quietly and I lay in my bed wishing he’d go away quick but saying nothing. It was exciting too. 

His hand dug in under the sheet and held my hand; was this instead of asking me to be his girlfriend I wondered, will I say yes even though I’m still waiting for Josh? The skin on his hand was rough and hard near the knuckles like Father’s, and my hand was lying there as though it were a wet floorcloth after Queenie had pulled it out of the bucket and wrung all the bleach water out with her strong hands; I didn’t move at all. Numbness crept up my arm and my shoulder stuck to the pillow. I lay quietly, breathing shallow, in-out carefully, quietly in-out, what shall I do, nothing, look away, nothing, just lie back. We sat like this a long while, the moon crept off my bed, across his lap. 

What were we doing here, what’s next, and then he held on tighter to my hand and also moved forward, he was going to kiss me maybe even on the lips his face was close up, I could smell cigarette smoke, Grandma Rose smell, but not so nice, also his lips were thick and fleshy, I didn’t think I wanted them to touch me and my head went back into the pillow I was holding my breath he was too close, so close in the end I had to move, to use my right hand, the one he wasn’t holding, to hold him back slightly, which meant my hand on the front of his shoulder, I did it gently, weren’t we friends? And he sat up again but looking at me straight in the eyes, smiling, finally I breathed in and the air filling my lungs was light like a relief.

So I was quite still, and he was holding my hand, the left one, and my right was on the front of his shoulder, not really holding him back anymore, just resting, I wanted to take it away, not to be taking part in this thing that was going on, what’s going on here Queenie says when she walks in on us and we’ve done something wrong, what’s going on here anyway I didn’t know, but also had to be so still like a statue not move a muscle so I left it there, my hand. And his shoulder was thick and hard not bony like the shoulders of boys I know, Leo or Tommy. Because he is a man with a man’s shoulder. Micah smiled a Cheshire Cat smile; what did it mean? I was confused just as Alice was in the Wonderland wood. Was he happy sitting here with my hand upon his thick man shoulder? Was he thinking, this is what I want to do now with this very girl called Abigail? My stomach made a knot and squeezed it tight, I let my hand fall onto my lap. He smiled that confusing smile. Then he moved towards me again. 

Was he going to kiss me again, was it because I let my hand fall off his shoulder instead of keeping it there and being still? And he was not as handsome now, his head too big, ears out to the sides, his nose weighed him forward, some of his curls touched the side of my forehead, thick lips smiling, seeping smoky breaths onto my face. 

I’ve seen such scenes before, in the movies Ester calls “romantic”. But this was not a movie. What would they say if they saw us? I turned my head. He sat up again. The hand holding mine let go and then he sighed. 

Not smiling anymore, he stood up, walked out of the room. The moon out in the pine grove was toying with some fireflies. Afterwards, looking at the sky getting lighter behind the trees, I wondered if the thing had happened at all.







The next day was Saturday. I went to help Father feed the cows. We took out the green John Deere, and I sat by him on the fender. Father was talking about engines, why you must check the oil level every single morning, when I saw Micah coming towards us on a bicycle. I looked away feeling tight in the stomach, if he is here, in the Community, then last night did happen in real life. My cheeks felt hot.

I prayed to the God I don’t believe in that he should ride his bicycle right past us but Father saw him too. Ah, he called, Look who’s here, and he turned off the engine, they talked for an absolute age, what was Micah doing in the army, he’s just finished officers’ training course, with distinction, well done, good, and where next; and what he thinks about the inter-party talks, will they form a coalition, will a Labour government continue to build Settlements in the Occupied Territories, yes certainly, Micah says, if they want to hang on to power, Father nods his head then shakes it. Father thinks all building projects in the Occupied Territories should stop right away, the Settlements are a thorn in our side, also a waste of money, well, Micah agrees, of course, but he’s a realist, we must accept the status quo, hmmm, we’ll have to disagree on this. Etcetera. 

They were talking and talking and I was trapped. Micah was there, leaning against the bonnet, ignoring me as though he hadn’t sat on my bed the night before and tried to kiss me not even once but twice. I wondered, should I walk away, my heart was beating, beating from having him near, but also that paralysed floor-cloth feeling from last night. So I sat, stupid and small. I’m twelve years old and know about how people have babies; but kissing on the lips I’ve so far only seen in films. 

Hello Abigail, Micah is saying and his eyes, light blue in the sun, smile at me. Again. I smile back, but only with my mouth, I think. Father is also looking. They are both smiling. Aren’t you going to say hello? says Father. Another knot in my stomach, squeeze.

Hello, I say. Pause.

Father chuckles into the silence. Well, we must get on or we’ll be late for lunch. He turns on the engine, and we speed towards the cow sheds. Ah, Micah, Micah, he says, Micah is my kind of lad. But there’s no need for me to answer, Father has lost half his hearing defending the Jordan Valley from the Jordanians in 1948, barricaded in the police station the British abandoned during the War of Independence, leaving us to fend for ourselves against seven Arab armies. Mother wishes he’d been more careful when blowing up that bridge which stopped the Jordanians driving their tanks straight into the Jordan Valley, he was the one who carried the dynamite over to the bridge. I’m so proud of him but now Mother has to suffer, Father can’t hear half of what she’s saying or is it that he’s just not listening. Oscar are you listening to me she says and I do not know what’s so annoying about someone being a little deaf sometimes like right now Father is intoning, Micah, Micah my man, and I didn’t have to say anything, he couldn’t hear me anyway over the engine roar.

Since that day, Micah has not been back. Saffi says the army is on High Alert, tensions at the borders, so his weekend leave was cancelled. I don’t care when he takes his leave, but I keep imagining seeing him in the distance through the corner of my eye, especially on Friday nights.







4 August 1972




Anya joined our class after the last bombardment. She’s from Odessa. That’s in the USSR, not Russia, says Ester, Odessa is in Ukraine, which Russia has oppressed since the Revolution and still does. Ester never misses a chance to give me a lecture. What a shock Anya had, coming to live here! First, the heat. It’s June and already forty degrees, Mother simply cannot face another summer like the last one, she longs to, spend August with Aunt Rachel in London. If only she could get Committee Approval to travel. If only we had money. It’s been fifteen years, she truly does miss England, where people like to complain when it rains, instead of being grateful. A short stay in Hampstead would be something to look forward to in this hellish oven where only mosquitoes thrive. 

Mother has had twenty years to get used to our summers and she hasn’t managed yet. But Anya is here for the first time. Her white skin turns red in the sun, and when we go to the Sea of Galilee she has to sit in the shade instead of bouncing pebbles or playing Bulldog in the water. Collecting mussels from the sea bed she wouldn’t do anyway, because she can’t swim. And she wouldn’t eat them afterwards, mussels aren’t kosher, she said, and we tried not to laugh. 

In Odessa, Ukraine, as well as sending her to secret Hebrew lessons, her parents bought her a pair of sandals in preparation for coming to the “Holy-land”. The sandals are a townie sort with covered toes, and if that’s not ridiculous enough, they are also shiny red, which is a colour only babies wear. Leo sniggered when he saw them, but I told him it’s not her fault. In the afternoon, she came out to play barefoot like the rest of us but it’s too late in the year to get used to the heat on your feet. You should start about Passover when it’s not yet hot, then by June you can walk on the pavements even at noon. Black tar roads are the worst. You must run across quickly or you’d get blood blisters. So Anya had to wear her embarrassing sandals until Queenie took her to Dov the Shoemaker for a pair of biblicals, brown, now she looks normal. 

Then, after lunch, Queenie asked me to take Anya to the clothes store so she can get summer clothes. Why me? I was looking forward to our Siesta. Queenie calls it Siesss-tahh, in a rolling winding kind of way, like the Spanish say it—that’s our reading-in-bed time and my book is David Copperfield by Charles Dickens, Agnes is my third-favourite character after the two Annes—Shirley and Frank. She’s patient and graceful, waiting and waiting for David Copperfield to notice her, just as I wait for Josh. Why me, I asked, but Queenie said she has a headache and to please not argue. Why can’t Anya go alone? Because I asked you to go with her, Queenie snapped and turned away, continued washing the shower floor. Sometimes she can be mean or angry but it doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you anymore. 

The clothes store isn’t a shop, it’s where all our clothes are kept, and every new season the oldest children go there to check which clothes still fit, and which they have grown out of, those they give back to the store. I explained this to Anya as we walked along the pavements, she was wearing her new sandals but not me, I was barefoot. The heat at noon makes you breathe carefully and walk slowly, it presses down, wraps around you like a too warm woollen blanket you can hardly bear. So we rushed from one ficus tree shade to another, slowing for the cooler air, then fast through the next sun patch to another shade. Slow, fast-fast-slow, even stand still, wait for the fire on the soles of my feet to go out. 

Anya said, What if I don’t like the clothes she gives me? My dad says short shorts look cheap. What is she… religious or something?

Is your father religious?

No. But my granddad was a rabbi, an underground one; before we ran away from Odessa he used to hold prayer meetings in our house.

Well, Sara is the only one who makes a fuss over clothes. That’s what she’s like.

What?

No one likes her.

I think she’s nice.

She’s always in trouble and annoying everyone. Even swore at Mona, once.

Why do you share a room with her?

Queenie decides where we sleep. It’ll be someone else next.

In the clothes store Miriam gave Anya an up and down look and offered her a pair of pioneer shorts with elasticated thighs and button fastening on one side, home-made. Anya didn’t look happy, she was probably thinking about what her dad would say, but she said nothing; Miriam looked sour, her face was puckered, she always does look like that, but Anya doesn’t know that. And in that vein, she received two pairs of work-shorts, two for evenings and the same with shirts. Also a hat. And Miriam stares at her still-small breasts. 

Do you need any underwear? 

Anya went bright red. No, thank you. 

Miriam said, Well, if you do have any of your own clothes, I’ll have them marked for you so they don’t get lost in the laundry. She looked a little less cross when she said that.

Things have moved on in our Community in the last years. Children are allowed to keep their own clothes now, if someone buys them any. When Ester was in kindergarten, Grandma Rose brought her a pair of sandals from Tel Aviv, but she had to share them with all the other girls, by rota; her Nanny said it would be unfair otherwise. That’s Socialism.

Ester says, Why should I have had more just because my grandmother can afford to buy it for me? I think so too, most children don’t have grandparents because they stayed too long in Europe and were killed in the holocaust. Like Father’s parents, Irene and Morris. Or some children’s grandparents are Community Members, and so have no money of their own. This is a Socialist ideal: To each according to his needs; from each according to his ability. Or her. 

Maybe because she’s a baby, or hasn’t yet got used to all the sharing and being equal, Anya cried as we walked out of the store. Or maybe she was missing Odessa, far away in Europe, or her Mother, working in the kitchen or having an afternoon rest, but Anya can’t see her until family time at half past four. Or did I upset her instead? I sometimes do that without meaning to and people think I’m rude. Mother told me so. But crying where people can see is being selfish which is a bad thing. After all, she did get to keep her nice shop-bought pants, whereas the rest of us wear home-made cotton ones, white and loose.

We walked back to the children’s house. Anya was still crying. I did suddenly want to comfort her, but couldn’t decide what would be a helpful thing to say, maybe nothing was best. Queenie was in the kitchen helping Ori and Shira wash the lunch dishes but when she saw Anya she put her arm round her shoulder and they walked off together. Queenie would have the exact-right words to make Anya feel better. But to follow them would be eavesdropping which you mustn’t do, people will think you have nothing better to think about than other people’s business which is none of yours. So I went to bed, it was rest time, Leo was reading and Sara was pretending to sleep, in a minute she’ll start her fake sleep-talking, for attention. Suddenly I could hear Queenie, she and Anya were in the classroom, next door. Lucky that my bed was by the door. I opened my book. If you’re trying to read you can’t be accused of eavesdropping.

And it was terrible, Queenie was saying, I hated everything: the heat, the food, the communal showers. The other children, they already had each other and didn’t need a new friend, a strange townie like me.

Queenie had never told us that coming to live here had been difficult. You assume everyone loves our way of life. Our Kibbutz is the best place. There are no poor people; the garbage collector is valued as highly as the factory manager. It’s true the farmers are the highest value, but they are the ones safe-guarding our land. We are the defenders of our Country’s borders; every few years our enemies try to destroy us in an all-out war, and between wars they send infiltrators across the border to terrorise our nights. When we are in our beds in the children’s house, with no adults to watch over us, we aren’t afraid of made-up nonsense like witches or giants. We lie awake, listening to hyenas in the fields, and imagining an infiltrator has crept over the Jordanian border two kilometre away, or Syrian border five kilometres away. We think of him lurking in the pine grove outside our window, then we might call out for the night-guard through the intercom box on the ceiling, and if she hears us, after a while she might appear, and might walk over to our parents’ room and tell them I want my mother, but Father would turn up instead, tired and silent, and lie down on the cold marble floor next to my bed and go straight to sleep; he has to be up at four o’clock, and guilt would sit inside my forehead, poor Father, selfish to have got him out of bed; eventually I wake him up and he goes back to bed in the room he shares with Mother by the banana plantation next to the security fence, and finally I can fall asleep. 

And the boys of our Country’s Communities are the fighters and officers of our Defence Forces, the IDF. Lots of town-people spend their military service as non-fighting job-nicks. But in our Community, a job-nick without a good excuse, such as polio, or only one arm, would be in disgrace and his parents would not hold their heads high for the shame of it. For example, Gideon Goldberg. He pretended to have a limp, spent a week walking with one leg on the pavement and one off, to make it look real. And now he is a cook (a cook!) in a base one kilometre away, by the Sea of Galilee. Every evening his mother has to get his food from the Dining Room, he’s too ashamed to show his face on weekdays while his classmates are pulling their weight far away in secret locations.

In the afternoon, after talking with Queenie, Anya was smiling and asked to learn how to skip a long rope till it was half past four and family time.







23 September 1972




Last summer, when Lady died and Micah came into my room the night we buried her, was my worst summer so far. The reason it got to be my worst came near the end, after Anya and I became best friends. Her skin was creamy now, and her accent not so strong. Sometimes she laughs too much when there are boys around, but friends are friends, you can’t go around criticising or you’ll end up on your own. We had just moved into our new house in the big secondary school. The school is outside the perimeter fence, beyond the swimming pool. Anya and I share a bedroom. The week before school started, she asked if I wanted to swap secrets. I first thought about the Micah-secret but didn’t want to tell, these words are too hard to say. Then I thought I could maybe tell her about Josh. My love for him is unrequited, he’s never talked to me apart from joining in with Tommy’s teasing, sometimes; Tommy is an absolute idiot who shows off when Josh is around—worships him, he does. Sometimes, I forget about Josh even for two days in a row. But then I see him, and he presses on my chest, tight around my neck. Would sharing him lighten my load? Would his name on my lips carry him off and out from inside me where he perches on top of my heart like a kingfisher? I cannot say it, cannot say, Josh, only in a whisper, alone under the sheets. My mouth watered, my tongue laboured through thick cement, and, hoarsely, shyly, it came, Josh. I didn’t think Anya had heard, but it felt good, and I was working my mouth up to saying more.

But she did hear, and she said, how did you guess it was Josh, he was her secret, he’d asked her to be his girlfriend. Surprise was the least of it. Could she be talking of anyone, anyone at all, other than him? She couldn’t know. I would have said something, but my mouth was numb. Dumb.

She asked, what do I think, should she say yes, she wasn’t sure, her father would go mad! It would have to be a secret and she didn’t know if she could be bothered. Yes, she knows he’s popular and clever, quite good looking, but not really her type. She has a type! She just went on and on, he’s too loud, always thinks he’s right, always assumes everyone wants to listen to him. You know, he never even spoke to me before, not once! And now he wants us to be friends. What do you think? Abbie? And, hating myself for being the worst most disloyal friend, I said so maybe say no? But she wasn’t listening, was thinking maybe give it a try, but is it fair? You know Abbie, as I don’t really like him that much? And I do want to have a boyfriend, don’t you? Now we’re in high school, and no bed-time, we could go for walks, sit under trees. It’s quite romantic now I think about it. And it doesn’t bother me that he’s two years older. You know, Ori and I used to kiss, quite a lot when we were walking out; so I know what I’m doing.

Anya was going to be Josh’s girlfriend because she feels sorry for him. I said, But do you like him?

It’s okay for you, Anya said, you have Leo. And—you’re a Sabre, a native here. But, you know, it’s not so easy for me. I miss the home we had in Odessa. We were a family then. We didn’t have much food, but we ate it together around a table; and my mother would put me to bed, and take me to school. Here, it’s like I’ve lost my parents; although I still see them every day. And, nothing ever happens to just me. It’s always Us and We. I probably sound stupid to you. But, I don’t know, with all this together and solidarity I often feel quite alone.

I said, Leo? He’s not my boyfriend! I don’t even like him—very much!

Later, in bed, I could see the heavy cloud pushing the air aside and engulfing me with a chill, like an evil cradling, slowly suffocating. I stayed in bed for two days after that. The second afternoon, Mother came to see what had happened to me. She made me a cup of lemon tea, stayed a bit, then went home to Father. It’s stupid. I’ve been in love with Josh since I was seven years old, since the day the Six Day War ended and Queenie took us all down to the river. But I’d never thought Josh would want me anyway. I’m not nearly so pretty as Anya with her light brown, hazel eyes and her perfect skin. My skin has turned to spots, my eyes are two different colours and I can’t even wear a bra yet. I have no right. Except, however often I tell myself it’s hopeless, there’s a little bit of stubborn hope. A hope that if, incredibly, miraculously I’m wrong, Josh may one day love me back. 

So this is why this summer has been my saddest so far. A week later, Anya and Josh started to walk out together. I’ve seen less and less of her since then.







The Tortoise—a story by Abbie Boskovitch

In the spring of 1967, just before the Six Day War I found a tortoise on the bank of the river Jordan. Talia, Goldie and Saffi were waiting in the water below as I climbed to reach the swing rope which hung from a high eucalyptus branch. Grasping at a tree root that jutted free of the slippery mud bank, and heaving myself onto shore, I came face to face with its wrinkled head, so close our noses nearly touched. Startled by the encounter, I let the root slip through my hand and fell crashing back onto the other girls. Laughing and spluttering, I recovered myself and again clambered up the bank in search of the creature. It had attempted to avoid detection by slipping sideways amongst the reeds, but I found it and carried it back up the hill. 

I made a home for the tortoise in an old grapefruit crate Tommy and I found behind the silo. We filled the crate with straw, added fresh grass and a carrot and placed it outside my parents’ room by the red stopcock. Let it go, Ester said, the poor thing must be terrified, she often spoke of things like Justice and Politics. We ignored her. The tortoise would want for nothing. The next day after lessons I rushed over on my bicycle to see it, but the crate was turned on its side and the creature had gone. It’s hardly surprising, Ester said knowingly, wouldn’t you want to break free? I am free, I retorted fiercely, fighting back tears. Ester raised a dismissive eyebrow. Abbie you’re not, she said. None of us are. 

I remembered the tortoise again the next time I swam in the river. The war had just ended, the Six Day War in which our paratroopers conquered Jerusalem and handed it back to the Jews. That morning, the children were let out of the bomb shelter and in the afternoon, Queenie took us all down to the Jordan. Up and down stream we swam, first grabbing onto submerged boulders, pulling ourselves against the current, past the stepping stones and swing rope to where the water was so shallow that when we stood up again our fronts were smeared with black riverbed mud. Then, turning onto our backs, we gave ourselves to the current and, arms stretched over our heads, floated down-stream, squinting into the afternoon sun that drifted in and out through the reeds. Gently, slowly, the river carried us back to the bridge, where our clothes hung like colourful bunting on eucalyptus branches, out of the reach of scorpions and ticks. Back to where Queenie lay snoozing on a flat bank. 

Queenie, we’re back! Goldie called cheerfully, beating her naked chest with two fists like Tarzan King of the Apes. Queenie sat up, smiling indulgently at us, the children of Quill group. Everyone okay? She called out. We are, Goldie cried excitedly, All present and correct! Stay nearby, and don’t go near the sluice, Queenie said, already lying back in her sunbathing position. Why shouldn’t we go to the sluice if we want, Saffi muttered, we can look after ourselves, we’re not babies. Queenie’s hearing was so good she could tell when a cockroach was scuttling inside a closed cupboard. She said, Saffi, in future you’ll do whatever you want, but right now I’m in charge. Mildly, she added, There’ll be plenty of time to look after yourself, don’t worry about that. All afternoon we played in the river, basking in the June sun, in our new freedom, in the knowledge that war had been won. Our country was invincible and so were we.

As the sun lowered over the old Arab village, turning its ruins to silhouettes, the teenagers came walking down the hill. Ester, Micah and the others were almost grown up and allowed to do anything, even stay out till nightfall. While the younger children had to go to their parents’ rooms at family time, half past four. Ten minutes, Quills, Queenie called from the bank, then we go back! 

Let’s see who can get to the shallows with one breath, I told Talia and Saffi. I hadn’t notice Tommy and Josh sitting high above us on the bank. Tommy shouted, Don’t make me laugh little ones, you’ll never do it in one, even Josh and I can’t do that! The two of them were smirking and carving sharp points into branches with pen knives. Then Josh jumped to his feet and threw his pointed stick over our heads and onto the opposite bank. It flew smoothly through the air and landed in the reeds. Yes! They both cried, and Josh ran across the bridge to retrieve it. Holding the stick high over his head as though he’d just won the Olympiad he called out, No one makes javelins like Josh Pasternak! 

They’re so stupid, I muttered, my face hot. Yeah, they are, Saffi said, ignore them. Okay, then, I whispered, let’s do it in two breaths. Ready? And the three of us plunged into the green-brown darkness. I reached the shallows and lifted my head out of the murky water. Gasping for air, I rubbed my eyes open and found myself lying prone between Micah’s feet. He was sitting in the shallows, legs spread, heels braced into the mud. The wet, muddy shorts he wore were just an arm’s length away. A long bamboo stick was balanced across his knees like a staff. I thought, does he look like an olden day traveller at rest? Or a muddy buffalo I’d once seen a photograph of in a magazine? Hastily, I stood up, searching for balance as my feet sunk through the soft riverbed. Then I could think of nothing else but to stare at Micah, who stared back with an inscrutable face. 

Time seemed to stop. Where did Saffi and Talia get to? The older children were lounging in the shallows nearby, chatting and laughing. No one saw me standing over Micah, our eyes locked in a staring match. At that moment I noticed Micah’s shoulders were stooped, steep slopes like the flanks of the Golan Heights which dominate our eastern skies. I noticed his neck surge forward at a precarious, comical angle, his eyes squeezed nearly shut against the evening sun. And I realised he looked much like my old runaway tortoise. That thought made laughter bubble up in my stomach, spreading into my chest, up my throat and I started to giggle. Micah’s expression was unchanged and I looked down at my mud-smeared stomach.
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