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It is as though the space between us were time: an irrevocable quality.


William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying




Jerusalem


Jaffa Road




Chapter One


Dusk was already beginning to fall when the bus came to a standstill in a dip between Deir Ayub and Bab el-Wad. The driver struck the steering wheel with the flat of his hand, jumped up from his seat and grabbed a canister of water. He threw open the bonnet of the Dodge and tried to unscrew the hissing radiator with a handkerchief wrapped around his hand. None of the passengers on board said a word. The fanning of newspapers and the chirping of crickets were the only sounds that broke the silence. Flies had found their way in through the open door, along with the heat that peeled away from the ground on June days.


She glanced up the hillside, scanning the rocks and scrub. The trees were doubled over as though they were dying. Sweat ran down her temples. She gathered up her hair and tied it into a ponytail, then went back to clutching the cap in her lap. Up on the distant ridge, she spotted a shepherd and his son, a mangy dog with a mottled coat skulking around their heels.


She hadn’t taken much notice of the man beside her until now. When the bus had stopped in Tel Aviv, and she’d got on at Carmel Market, she’d sat in an empty row, and spread out her things: her rucksack, the cap, a tin flask of water and a book from the kibbutz library in Hanita, way up north in the hills, her hideaway for the last three months. Soon afterwards, she hadn’t been able to keep her eyes open. Had she fallen asleep? Light had filtered through her eyelids – something flickering, like far-off signals – and her head had bumped against the window whenever the driver changed gears.


The man stood up, walked down to the front of the bus, and got out. Through the window, she saw him talking to the driver who was standing, arms akimbo, by the open bonnet. The stranger pulled his shirt loose from his trousers, wrapped the front tails around his hand and opened the radiator with a quick twist. With the other hand, he took the canister. A short while later, the engine started up, the two men climbed back on board and the bus set off. A breeze blew in through the open window; a passenger murmured a prayer. The man sat down again next to her. He had white teeth, a dark, rakish shock of hair and a handsome profile. He brushed the damp hair off his forehead and wiped his hands on his trousers.


‘Shaul Avidan,’ he said, introducing himself. ‘And what is your name?’


‘Lilya,’ she said, and reached out her hand.


‘Lilya – and what else?’


‘Wasserfall.’


He watched her, as if he were still waiting for something. How often had she been through this? You’re not a Jew then, not one of us, he was now thinking?


She sighed. ‘Lilya Tova Wasserfall.’


He smiled. ‘Nice name, suits you.’


‘Thank you.’


He looked down at her lap. Only now did she realise that her fingers were wrapped tightly around the cap. She tried to hide the dark, almost black stains on it. He took out a clean, neatly folded handkerchief from his trouser pocket and offered it to her. She thanked him and pressed it to her forehead and temples, then rubbed her neck and hairline. He seemed to watch her as she did this, with curiosity and a sort of detached interest as if he wanted to check whether his handkerchief was doing its duty.


The bus was on a flatter stretch now, the slope gentler. The driver kept turning his head to one side, leaning forward and listening to the engine.


‘So you’re leaving the country and heading for the Holy City? You know Jerusalem?’ he asked, tucking the handkerchief back into his trouser pocket.


‘Very well, although I haven’t been there for a while.’


‘You’ll be amazed how our city is thriving despite all the violence. It’s a miracle.’


‘Miracles are beautiful. But they tend not to happen in the places they’re needed – with a few exceptions, like in this case …’ Lilya tried to sound nonchalant.


She didn’t know what to make of Shaul, but she was enjoying their conversation and the distraction he provided. She wanted to carry on talking, and drift in thoughts and sentences as weightless as the wind up on the crest of the hill. At the same time, she felt what a huge effort it took. She went back to looking out of the window; the city wasn’t far now.


The bus had slowed down again. The driver was gripping the steering wheel with one hand, his arm outstretched, and pulled hard to the left. They turned into a bus station. People immediately got up, pulled down suitcases and bags, pushed, shoved and were thrown back and forth as the bus continued moving. With a jolt, they suddenly halted. The engine shuddered once more, then died. The driver pushed the door open and jumped down.


Lilya and Shaul were the last to leave the bus. When he reached the door, he turned around again.


‘Shalom,’ he said, fixing her sharply for what seemed like eternity, and then turned and disappeared, striding off into the crowds.


She looked around the bus station, her rucksack slung over one shoulder. Later she could think about who Shaul was, and what his penetrating gaze meant but now she was already on the lookout for British soldiers. As a member of Haganah, the underground defence force fighting for an independent Jewish state, she could never be too careful. She had escaped three razzia so far and here she was again on a secret mission. But there were just squatting traders hawking falafel, coffee, spices and jewellery. Newsboys waved the evening papers in her face, and Arab children ran alongside her, their hands thrust out. The stench of diesel, soot and burned mutton lingered in the air. Storytellers, readers and travelling dentists hunkered by the roadside. The poorly lit Jaffa Road led her into the city.


Elias Lind: the forgotten writer. Tomorrow she would meet him, get it over and done with and leave the city again. It was an order from Shimon Ben Gedi to go and find him. Although she’d only received her orders from Ben Gedi the previous day, it already felt like an eternity ago. In her mind’s eye, she saw her commander leaning over the table as she entered the room. She had tried to resist when he rolled out his plan before her, but without success. She had lacked strength and Ben Gedi had known that.


She walked past the Mahane Yehuda market to her right, the stalls, booths and shutters looking like disassembled theatre sets waiting for the next day. Cats nosed at empty food cans. From the direction of the Old City, Bedouins came towards her laden with baskets and bags on the way to their stores outside town.


Behind the main military post, the street fell away steeply and led to the Old City and Jaffa Gate. She had to keep to the right now. The apartment was in a side street in Nahalat Shiva; it couldn’t be much further from here. It lay in a courtyard that reeked of mould and dankness, a home to bats on summer nights. But it was convenient. When her parents had left the city to start their new life in the coastal town of Netanya way up north, they had rented this little apartment cheaply and filled it haphazardly with objects from their large house in Jerusalem-Rehavia, where Lilya had grown up. Everything they had wanted to leave in the city, whether useful or useless, was now harboured in this little place. It was a pied-à-terre, a place of refuge, a home and a storage unit rolled into one. Lilya would seek shelter there for a couple of days, meet Elias Lind, then leave the city.


The key lay in the agreed hiding place and her hands shook as she touched it in the dark. She hesitated, opened the door and entered.




Chapter Two


The morning light was falling into the room through thin slats, sketching bright stripes on the wall. Lilya turned over and tried to read her watch, holding it towards the light. At ten o’clock she was meeting Elias Lind in Café Levandovsky, close to the apartment in King George Street where Lilya, her parents and Yoram had all lived together before they moved to their big house in the Rehavia district of Jerusalem. That was in 1934 when she was ten years old. They had taken in Yoram in 1931 after his parents – the Lippmans – were killed in a gun battle between Arab insurgents and the British police, who maintained order in British Palestine. Yoram had witnessed the event, and was the sole survivor.


To her parents it was immediately obvious that they would raise their friends’ son as their own. Yoram was troubled, barely spoke, barely ate, and Lilya’s mother had to strip his wet sheets every morning. She lavished all her attention on him, dragging him along to the ageing psychoanalyst Dr Kitteler, who silently examined the boy, but he had no idea what to do either. Yoram this and Yoram that – soon Lilya could not hear it any more. Her parents’ love was still hers, but their anxiety, which often seemed greater, belonged entirely to her new brother. The situation silently withered her father’s humour as if his soul lacked water, sunlight and fresh air, and he became more serious with each passing day. And her mother, once a blend of love, warmth and diligence, grew increasingly strict.


Yoram was a good-looking boy. Lilya watched him grow up with a mixture of confusion and, later, curiosity; she watched him read and study, make new friends and grapple with the rousing and violent fight for independence. His attacks of melancholy became rarer. She liked his reserve; she thought it showed depth. And eventually, long after men and boys had started staring at her with that ravenous, dog-like yearning, she was sure that she, Lilya Tova Wasserfall, and she alone, was in a position, even destined, to infiltrate and tap his reserve. Yoram’s earnestness aroused her. Was it love? It turned into love, yes: but a love without redemption that she kept hidden from all other men.


She tried to stop her thoughts racing: it would be better to get up now, get dressed, and leave. Instead she sank back into the pillows, closed her eyes, and curled up. She saw herself in the garden of their big house, lying on a blanket with a book, her chin propped up on her hands. The trees in this country were sturdy and closely planted together, forming a protective canopy. Somewhere in the house, the clattering of a typewriter could be heard. Doctors, professors and artists lived on Haran Street, but that sounded like Father on his typewriter; he wrote tirelessly in his spare time – petitions, submissions, concepts for the common state of Palestine. Piano playing reached her ears from a window of the house next door, and soon afterwards a high-pitched violin could be heard from the other side: arpeggios, scales, opening sequences.


‘Bach on the left, Debussy on the right. That’s a recipe for disaster. One of them will have to give in,’ Yoram said.


He was lying next to her on the grass, a pile of newspapers in front of him: Palestine Post, Davar, Yediot Ahronot, Haaretz and the Arabic Al-Difa. He was cutting out articles with a large pair of scissors.


‘And who’s going to win?’ she asked.


Yoram laughed without looking up. ‘The better one, of course. Ofer, he’s the greatest.’


The piano fell silent.


‘That’s the way it should be,’ said Yoram. ‘The muses are fair. Bach wins.’


She looked across at him. His dark, almost black hair hung over his face, his shirt was unbuttoned to nearly halfway down, showing a tanned chest, and his beautiful hands deftly cut out the selected articles. He smelled of leather and lemons. The sinews on his right arm were taut. If he lifted his head, he’d notice that she was staring at him. This thought made her blush. Perhaps he had long noticed her staring, but, if so, he didn’t let it show.


She rolled on to her back.


‘What will you do when one of your notebooks is full?’


‘I’ll buy myself a new one. And another …’


Swiftly and mechanically, Yoram flicked through the newspapers until he found what he was looking for: every single article about an attack, hold-up, detention or abduction; police reports, background reports, appeals, commentaries and photos; snapshots of car explosions, collapsed buildings, the injured, dead and the maimed; photos of unearthed stashes of weapons and prisoners sentenced to death. The black notebook was for articles about attacks by Arab groups, but also British strikes, raids and invasions; the white book contained articles about the Irgun’s violent or even terrorist activities against the British and the Arabs as well as those performed by other Jewish activists. Yoram cut them out, stuck them into one of his notebooks, and added the date.


‘The British want to abolish punishment by flogging in Palestine,’ he said. ‘Eighteen lashes and a sentence of eighteen months will become a thing of the past. They want to turn it into twenty-eight months’ imprisonment under the harshest conditions. Now that’s what I call justice.’


She couldn’t tell from his tone if he was angry or sad and despairing. Both, she thought. And his anger will win.


She sat up, and raised her hand to touch his face. Even though she knew it was wrong, she brushed his hair back from his eyes. He froze. Her heart hammered. She leaned forward.


He returned her kiss timidly, then vigorously; he grabbed her around the waist, and pulled her towards him. Quite abruptly, he let her go again, and turned away.


‘I’m your brother,’ he said.


‘No, you’re not,’ she replied.


‘Lilya …’


‘You’re Yoram Lippman.’


‘There are no Lippmans any more. Ehud and Deborah are my parents, and you’re my sister.’


She noticed a slight tremor in his voice, an uncertainty that gave her hope, a chance to slip through the gap. He loves me, she thought. He will, he must love me. Our happiness depends on it.


In one of the cupboards in the small kitchen she found tea, and soon lit the small gas cooker. She smoothed out her clothes and took a closer look around the apartment. There the shell lay, between the bookends, and it gave Lilya a jolt. Carefully, she picked it up – it was lighter than she remembered – and held it to her nose, inhaling deeply. At the time, when she had given it to her father to say thank you, it had smelled of sea and salt. But now the scent had faded.


They had hiked, just the two of them, for five days on the Yam-el-Yam trail, from sea to sea. She had been sixteen and Yoram had just left home to start an apprenticeship in Haifa. Mother had wanted to intervene, saying the journey was too dangerous, and that they should avoid the Arab villages at least. She was right, no doubt, but Father waved her concerns aside and, in the end, he got his way. They had hiked from Kinneret, the Sea of Galilee, all the way to the Mediterranean, with just rucksacks and caps, and by the end their shoes were worn and lopsided from all the walking. Along the way they talked, fell silent, sang and laughed: never before and never again would she have her father to herself like that. On the last day, Mount Carmel stood in front of them and when they reached the summit, just before the low mountain range fell away to the coast, they saw the ocean. They hugged each other and Father didn’t seem to want to let go again. South of Haifa they reached the sea, and there in the sand she found a particularly beautiful shell, as pale as Carrara marble, criss-crossed with dark lines as if painted by hand. She picked it up, breathed in its scent and gave it to her father.


Shortly before their return, she realised somewhat bitterly that her father had had an ulterior motive for spending time together like this. That, like her mother, he was worried about Yoram. Yoram had started doing weapon practice in the evenings, and mixing with types whose impatience was written all over their faces: young men who spoke Hebrew and carried guns, who felt Haganah, even the Palmach, were not doing enough. Would she follow Yoram’s path, her father wanted to know, would she too resort to violence to liberate Palestine and claim it for the Jews?


Just before ten, she left the apartment, crossed the courtyard and stepped out on to the teeming street.


Ascher Levandovsky’s Café was situated on upper Ben Yehuda Street, right next to King George Street. Over the years it had become run down. It didn’t surprise her that Elias Lind had chosen this café, of all places, to meet. Here, at the end of the street, time stood still: it could have been any period before the war. It was 1946, and an entire world had vanished, but not here.


Over the past few months, there had been no good news. Even if the newspapers often embellished the facts, some thought that there was now no choice but to believe them. In the Steimatzky bookshop missing persons’ notices hung next to American, British and French newspapers. Many fears had received bitter confirmation: parents, siblings, cousins, friends and schoolmates had indeed disappeared. The full scale of what had happened in Germany and Europe was gradually becoming apparent but this knowledge was still too vast for most to take in.


She went up Ben Yehuda Street: it was surely not far now.


She was following Ben Gedi’s order. She had always respected her commander. He was dedicated to the creation of an independent Jewish state like no other, and had a sense of proportion, was flexible, severe and skilful. And he had been a good teacher, perhaps the best there was. The British in charge of Palestine feared him yet sought him out. They knew he couldn’t be trusted, but knowing that he was unpredictable made him reliable in a certain way – you just knew where you stood with Ben Gedi. When she entered his secret office he glanced up at her briefly, and his expression seemed to say: I knew that you would come. He had changed as a person since her Palmach training, when he had taught her and others in the elite Haganah combat unit how to fight for the right cause with honest means: cunning, rigour and a range of weapons. She studied him: his shoulders looked stiff and angular as if time had gone to work on his bones. His cheekbones seemed larger, and his eyes lay deep in their sockets, embedded inside his skull. He was well over forty, but was still athletic; he wore an open-necked white shirt, its sleeves rolled up casually, and khaki shorts; his reading glasses were a new addition.


He asked her to approach the table, looked up briefly, smiled and said, ‘Shalom. And thank you for coming.’ He pointed to the map lying in front of him. The words Deutsches Reich stood at the top right-hand corner, emblazoned with a swastika underneath. In the lower part of the map, Ben Gedi had marked circles; now he tapped them with his pencil.


Germany, he said, was one big waiting room, and he pointed to the places he’d marked. Jewish survivors were escaping into Bavaria. Thousands and thousands from Eastern Europe were desperately seeking shelter from new violence and pogroms in the countries now under Stalin’s rule, but Britain was still placing an iron hand across the gates to Palestine, the only safe haven for them. In Landsberg, Feldafing and Föhrenwald, huge refugee camps had been set up by the US Army, and more and more Displaced Persons were expected. The situation was getting out of control. Hunger, typhus and other diseases were beginning to take their toll. People with little hope can be unpredictable and fear of violence in the camps was widespread. Ben Gedi needed a detailed and clear-cut report about the biggest one: Föhrenwald. Sharply written, concise and with a strong political perspective. ‘Consider the report as a weapon, not a piece of paper,’ he added.


Before Lilya had properly understood what this was all about, or could ask if Ben Gedi intended to send her to Germany, he had placed her ID papers on the table. American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the Joint for short. The Joint was one of the biggest aid organisations for Jewish refugees, and it would take Lilya under its wing.


‘Welcome to the Joint, Commissioner Wasserfall,’ said Ben Gedi.


‘It’s all above board,’ he said, ‘and everything’s been prepared.’ The British would let her leave Palestine with this stamp on her papers as a farewell kiss. In a few weeks, she’d be back and no one would even have noticed she’d been gone. She felt the urge to get up and leave the room. Even though she had learned during her training that orders were to be followed and not questioned – after all, without a reliable command structure, their struggle could not be won – it was hard for her to accept. She would have liked Ben Gedi to ask her if she was prepared to travel to Germany. Especially after all she’d been through and everything he knew about her. She was offended by his failure to mention the work she had done from her hideout in the north: concepts, designs and plans for the Haganah’s Operation Markolet, which would destroy all bridges and access roads into the British Mandate of Palestine. It was going to be a decisive blow against the British, and a big step forward in securing independence. She had been convinced that this was why he’d summoned her: because he had read and liked her material. But now he wanted to send her away. The message was plain: Ben Gedi clearly thought she was still too weak for the pending operation. Not fit for service, not resilient enough. He presumed that she would not survive an interrogation behind British walls. She had been struck off his list, at least for the time being. Lilya Tova Wasserfall was too great a risk in his eyes.


Is that what her commander was telling her?


‘Sit down, you don’t look well,’ he said. He brought her a glass of water, stopped talking, and looked at her for a while. She had forgotten how to interpret his look. They exchanged words – she couldn’t remember any of the details – but at some point she had heard the word order. It had cut through the air like a cold blade. He sat down and then began to explain the Lind case. Since she would be in Germany more or less officially, she could also do some work behind the scenes: research on a very specific case.


Elias Lind, the famous writer? she asked. Her parents had given her his novel Joseph Sternkind some years ago after having read it themselves. For weeks, the book had sat untouched among maps, schoolbooks and her diary. But when she finally picked it up, almost in passing, she wasn’t able to put it down again.


Ben Gedi nodded. Lind had received a message a few days previously from two representatives of the British Mandate: the Nazis had allegedly murdered his brother Raphael, an acclaimed academic in Berlin. But Elias had evidence that Raphael was still alive. The news of his brother’s death had roused Elias’s suspicions and he had sought out Ben Gedi, a trusted friend and experienced soldier. And, yes, a devoted reader of Lind’s famous book, just like her.


‘Go and meet Elias Lind,’ Ben Gedi had said at the end of their meeting. ‘I am sure you’ll find something in Germany that we can use against the British; something that will increase our pressure on the occupiers and make them shiver. What happened to Raphael Lind? They know. They lie. And we will find out, soon. Something must have gone wrong in Germany back then, I can sense it, and they are trying to sweep it under the carpet. Besides, times are going to get harder after Operation Markolet. We’ll need all kinds of new weapons – one of which could be public pressure. And you, Lilya, can deliver the ammunition.’


‘Why me?’ she asked. ‘Is this supposed to be a test? To see if you can trust me again?’


Ben Gedi smiled but didn’t say anything.


‘What if I fail?’


‘You won’t.’ He leaned forward. ‘And it’s not about trust, Lilya.’


He then explained to her that the day would come when he might have to pull out, resign, settle somewhere in Galilee and hand his job over to other people.


‘Younger people, people like you, Lilya. But you have to show that you are strong enough.’


Outside Café Levandovsky, Lilya spotted a tall man seated by the window. She guessed he was in his mid-fifties. But the times had taken their toll and left him haggard. She pushed open the café door and went inside.


‘I asked Ascher to keep the seats by the window free,’ the man said, standing up as Lilya walked towards him. ‘I need light, you see, as much light as possible. And from here you can see what’s going on outside, and spot any further acts of discrimination in the street. We will not have to wait long, I fear.’


Lilya stared at him, lost for words.


On his nose rested an unusually heavy pair of tortoiseshell spectacles that magnified his eyes, making them huge; it was as though he were peering out through the bottoms of two milk bottles. His hair was still full and thick, just a little sprinkled with grey. His threadbare grey suit was too big, cut in a European style, and had been tailor-made a long time ago. He held a stick in his hand that was too slight even for a stroll through the city, but his bearing was upright.


‘Come on. We do have an appointment after all. I’ve already ordered coffee.’


Elias Lind pulled out a chair from the table, waited until she had sat down, and took his seat again facing her. He leaned the flimsy stick against the empty chair next to him, where a black briefcase was already lying.


‘The stick,’ he said, ‘is my third eye. My doctor expects that my eyesight will continue to deteriorate in a not altogether negligible way.’


He took the stick in his hand again and briefly tapped the table leg.


‘So? What do you think? Cedar? Perhaps pine. Definitely conifer. It’ll never be a match for eyesight in any case.’


Lilya followed his every move, not sure what to make of him. So this was the great writer Elias Lind? She knew that as a young man, many years ago, he had fought for Germany, his country, in the Great War. After he was severely injured and disillusioned with Jewish life in Germany, he’d turned his back on his country in the early twenties. And went to Palestine.


‘Lebanese cedar has almost no scent, by the way – at most, a very faint one, slightly aromatic, like fresh wood. Here, smell this.’


He leaned forward and sniffed the wooden surface of the table. Lilya also bent her head, but paused halfway without Lind noticing.


‘And?’ he said, looking up again. ‘Not much smell, is there? But enough of all that. Let’s talk about the matter in hand. Shimon Ben Gedi told me …’


He looked at her, half amused, half serious, the corners of his mouth pulled down.


‘Ben Gedi – my God, yes – he came up with a plan straight away, of course. Not a week has passed since I went to see him, and here you are already, sitting in front of me. He is taking whatever can help his cause and turning it into a weapon. A weapon against the British. Or should I say: your cause too? He once fought with England against Hitler, side by side; now he has turned against Prime Minister Attlee and the hated Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin – and even some people in Whitehall.’


‘So you think that the British lied when they told you the news about your brother? A lie from high up? Whitehall?’


‘I wouldn’t call it that. I think they told their version of the truth, and I’m searching for mine,’ he said.


‘But there can only be one truth. Either your brother Raphael died, as the British claimed, or he’s still alive.’


Lind raised his eyebrows and smiled indulgently at Lilya.


She waited to see if he would carry on, but instead he took his briefcase from the chair, opened it, pulled out a flat packet of documents, and laid it on the table. He fiddled with the knot in the string, trying laboriously to open it, then reached into his pocket and fished out a magnifying lens almost the size of a whale’s eye. With the lens in one hand and the string in the other, he managed to untie the knot.


‘From a friend in Germany,’ he said, nodding in the direction of the package. ‘She inserted a charming letter too, which might be beneficial for us. But I’m afraid I’ve left it on my desk at my office. Sent from the American Sector in Berlin. Please take a look.’


Lilya turned the packet over in her hands. The address was written in large, sweeping handwriting; Lilya was reminded of blossoms, something ornamental. ‘How long did it take to get here?’


‘Not even three weeks.’


She whistled appreciatively. ‘May I look inside?’


‘That’s why we’re here.’


Wrapped in the paper lay a thin, leather-bound book with a gilt coat of arms inscribed on the cover. She traced it with her finger: it was an owl with closed eyes, perched on a pedestal made of three standing scrolls. At its feet, printed in big script, were the letters C.F. LIND.


‘That’s a bookplate that belonged to my father, Chaim Friedrich Lind. He had the book made shortly after the Great War in 1918. It’s a catalogue of all his books: papers, folios, slipcases of collected works – thousands of them. His Book of Books. An infinite treasure. Meticulously executed and cherished. Father named his kingdom Alexandria, and he mapped it out with this book. That kingdom was in Berlin, Spittelmarkt, on the third floor facing the street.’


He paused as though wondering whether to go on. ‘But in the end, this book was Raphael’s, my brother’s.’


‘Why?’


For a moment, Elias Lind seemed embarrassed. ‘That’s a long story. My father bequeathed everything to my brother Raphael. His entire property, including Alexandria. This Book of Books is my brother’s. But open it, right at the first page.’


Lilya opened it carefully, and the leather creaked.


At the bottom left of the first page, she discovered a stamp, the letters ERR, and underneath it, a handwritten date: 18 October 1941.


She looked up at him.


‘Nazi gibberish, all these awful abbreviations. But the stamp is special,’ he said.


‘You’ll have to help me out here.’


‘Alfred Rosenberg and his people. ERR stands for Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg: Rosenberg was the Führer’s main thinker. But also his biggest thief, stealing any cultural artefact of value, Jewish property – books, art, musical instruments.’


‘Is the book looted property?’


‘I’d say it’s the only possible conclusion.’


She ran her fingers over the pages. They contained indexes and catalogues of hundreds of books, first in order of titles, then in order of authors. She looked again at the stamp.


‘It all seems to fit. October 1941. They came for your brother and took his books too, along with this catalogue.’


‘I have a slightly different theory – there’s a lot more to it than that.’


He paused. Lilya hoped that Elias Lind had nothing concrete to go on. All she had to do was listen, then lead him, like a placid guide dog, to the right door, back out into the light. Then she would let Ben Gedi know that this whole affair was a dead-end; and besides, it was absurd, not to mention unpolitical, to put too much effort into individual cases. She would need less time than Ben Gedi had anticipated.


‘If we’re going to make any headway, we’ll need facts,’ Lilya said. ‘Tell me what you know about your brother, about the past few years. What was he like? What made him stay in Germany? And if he really is still alive, why is there no sign of life from him?’


‘Of course. Facts,’ he said and stared at the book. ‘But what in the end are facts? Interpretations of facts are what matter. Look at this.’


Elias moved his coffee cup to one side and placed a photo on the table in front of her. ‘This photo was stuck inside. It fell out when I opened the book.’


Lilya picked it up. The photo was of a large house made of dark wood somewhere at the edge of a forest. Smoke was billowing from the chimney. One of the windows was open, the room behind inviting the viewer to look inside.


‘Where is this?’


‘I don’t know. What’s more interesting is the writing on the back.’


Lilya turned over the photo and tried to decipher what little she could make out. The letters, written in pencil, were smudged. ‘Well?’


Elias Lind looked at her expectantly. ‘See the little note down there?’ he said, almost impatiently.


He offered her the magnifying lens.


‘Are you sure this is your brother’s writing?’ she asked, as she held the lens over the letters and figures.


‘No doubt about it.’


She read the numbers 9-12-5: 50. They were framed by a thin, hand-drawn box. The rest was illegible – perhaps other numbers, or letters, or perhaps even formulae.


‘I would never have discovered the symbols if it wasn’t for the lens. I use it to read everything, in case something escapes my notice. The letters in the box. You’ll know what they are. It’s your speciality, after all. It was Ben Gedi who sent you, one of the best, he said.’


She sensed that he was watching her eagerly while she continued to decipher the signs.


A Test. Failed. Trust. Ben Gedi’s smile. She pushed away these thoughts.


‘Raphael and I developed an arcanum with an abbreviation in the middle,’ he continued, ‘and that’s what put me on the right track – as well as causing me some sleepless nights.’


‘A secret language,’ she said, and looked up.


Lind raised his eyebrows.


‘So we need to try to work out what it says in plain language.’


‘Plain language,’ said Lind and smiled thinly. ‘I like that phrase as much as I like facts.’


‘The figures correspond to the order of letters in the alphabet,’ she said.


‘That’s right,’ he replied.


‘Only the order of the figures is reversed. A useful and simple trick.’


‘9-12-5. Let’s look at them the other way round …’


‘Eli,’ she said.


He lowered his voice and looked at her through his thick spectacles. ‘My letters, even the ones I sent Raphael, were always signed Eli – that’s what they called me at home. My parents, Raphael – I was Eli to them all. Raphael loved brainteasers and puzzles. This one’s quite easy compared to his usual ones.’


She held the lens again over the box.


‘And the 50 after the colon? It could refer to your age. How old are you now?’


‘Fifty-two, I’m afraid,’ he said.


‘So your fiftieth was in …?’


‘In 1944.’


Lilya leaned back. ‘The British claim that your brother died in 1941?’


‘I don’t want to deny that it’s possible,’ he said, ‘and there’s a great deal to confirm it. But if the symbols refer to me, I wonder why my brother wrote down my birthday three years before the event. It doesn’t make sense. My fiftieth birthday was in 1944. So much is fact.’


‘So you presume that your brother Raphael might still have been alive in 1944?’


He leaned forward and placed his arms on the table.


‘I don’t know if the British lied to me intentionally, but the fact is that they came looking for me officially to tell me the news of his death …’ Elias Lind paused.


‘It looks like they wanted to be sure that you believed what they said and didn’t start going around asking questions. Do you have any explanation for that?’ she asked.


He had asked himself that question over and over again, and was unable to find an answer. At the same time, he hadn’t been able to get Raphael’s puzzle out of his mind. He had held out for two nights, then visited Ben Gedi.


‘I haven’t seen Raphael for some years. Now and again he’d write a postcard on my birthday or at New Year, before the war. I expected him to ask me for a visa so that he could come to Palestine after all the things that I’d heard were going on in Germany. But then I thought: Perhaps he’s too proud. Eventually he stopped sending cards. I feared the worst and blamed myself for not doing anything. I tried to persuade myself that his reputation as an academic would have secured him a chair abroad. But if that were the case, wouldn’t he have been in touch to say he was out of danger? Then the package from Berlin arrived with his Book of Books, and just when I hoped that Raphael was still alive, the British arrived at my door. The package was from my old and very dear friend Desirée von Wallsdorff. She was Raphael’s friend as well – probably more than just a friend; she still lives in Berlin.’


For a moment it seemed that memories and thoughts had carried him away. He looked up again, blushing slightly, she thought.


Lilya placed the photograph back on the table and waited to see if Lind would carry on.


‘I want to tell you something that I haven’t dared tell anyone so far – not even myself for a long time.’


His voice had changed; his tone was deeper now.


‘I’m not grieving for Raphael. But he and I are the only ones left in our family. It’s as though my brother were watching me, day and night. Sometimes through the eyes of my father. When I wake up in the morning, I don’t know if I have been sleeping or dreaming, or if I’m still dreaming. I see Raphael in front of me all the time – he looks at me silently and questioningly. One day runs into the next. There is no release, no tomorrow. Just a huge chill that gradually spreads from the depths of my soul. Life needs certainty and release, otherwise it isn’t a life. We both need you, Raphael and me.’


His hands were trembling. Lilya felt the urge to hold them. But she didn’t.


‘I’m preparing some papers for you to read. It’s not been easy for me and I can’t claim that they will contain plain-speaking facts but they might be helpful to you. I’ll let you know once I’ve finished and then we’ll meet again. Come to my office at the Jewish Agency, you know where it is,’ he said, standing up, and reaching for his stick.




Chapter Three


When Lilya had passed Jaffa Gate, she left the souk behind that smelled of cardamom, coffee, spices, meat and rotten leftovers. She felt that she was being watched. The man was looking at her quite blatantly from the other side of the street. She saw his bright teeth and shining eyes. The stranger from the bus: she was sure it was him. Carts and wagons kept blocking him from view; then trucks, buses, jeeps and camels. He was standing in the entrance to a building.


She had known that the man from the bus would catch up with her. She recognised his athletic, striding gait. He would follow her like a shadow until she had told him what he wanted to hear. Why hadn’t she seen straight away that he was one of Yoram’s people, and that he had been sent to find out whether they could count on her? Whether she was prepared to join their cause, even without Yoram? Their goal was not a state for the Jews, but a Jewish state, country, soil and people: a single entity. As Yoram had once said to her, the path to this goal could only be through armed conflict, an underground movement, ambush and terror. At that, she’d shivered. Ben Gedi and the others still tried to fight by reaching out a hand but not Yoram.


He had suggested that they walk up the Mount of Olives. They had crossed Kidron Valley and the Garden of Gethsemane, and when they reached the top, they sat on a wall high above the city and looked down. ‘This is all ours,’ Yoram said, ‘and ours alone.’ He had lifted his hand, as though he wanted to touch the roofs. The houses, alleys and walls were bathed in a honey-coloured light, but up here, even though a light breeze was blowing, she thought she could still feel the heat from the bricks. She had wanted to contradict him, but his expression and the tone of his voice scared her. No, she had wanted to say, it might be our city but we share it with those who lived here before us. In her mind, she saw them walking along Gaza Street, King George Street, past the pines, acacias, oleanders, palms, cypresses and bougainvillea, saw herself on the terrace of the YMCA, right across from the King David Hotel that shimmered reddish-gold in the evening sun. Several kinds of people came and went: British officers, dandified American travellers visiting the Orient, elegant women and industrious emissaries with bulging briefcases under their arms. Yoram had asked her for this meeting. Meeting? An awful, stupid word. She had wanted to see him again, to touch him. And what had he wanted?


‘My mind is made up,’ he said. ‘I am going to join Zvi and the others.’


She knew what he was saying: he was going underground. The British would chase him, and Ben Gedi and his people would hate him. From now on, he would try to force victory with violence. It was the wrong path, and yet she knew she would never be able to dissuade him. The wind swallowed up his words. She wanted to say that her parents would never approve of his decision, and that he was about to trample everything underfoot that they had ever tried to teach him.


She had frantically tried to work out what to say. You will die. Stay with me, for our sake. Don’t do this to our parents. But instead, she bit her lip and said nothing. Then he asked her if she would follow him. She hadn’t expected this. She knew that he was not concerned with having her close to him, but only with the cause and how she could help it. So she would lose him even if she followed him.


Or perhaps this was simply a ploy to get away from her. Perhaps he could no longer bear her love, her insistence. Her soul froze at this thought. He put his arm around her in a brotherly fashion. She pulled away, looked at him, drew herself up and began to scream at him: he only thought of himself; he was a coward; he did not have the courage to commit to her; he was destroying everything. Then she slapped him, hard and brisk, across the face. He didn’t move a muscle. She sank to her knees, crouched in the dust and started to cry.


She hadn’t noticed the two men standing behind her. Only when Yoram got up, and they all silently left to go back down into the city without once looking back, did she know that it was over.


She turned into HaNeviim Street, trying to lose herself in the Orthodox district. Mea She’arim, a hundred gates. A hundred ways to disappear, to go underground. She didn’t want to join them, or have anything to do with them. She didn’t know what Yoram would say now if he saw her here, and she did not even want to think about it.


Hawkers squatted at the kerbside, offering vegetables, spices, leather goods and knives. Their stands were nothing more than boxes on which they had spread rough sacks. From the balcony of an Ottoman-style house, the eyes of boys wearing kaftans and dark, wide-brimmed hats followed her.


She stopped in front of a shoemaker’s shop and tried to catch a glimpse of movement in the reflection in the window – a shadow, a tuft of hair. Had he followed her all the way here? During her training in the Negev Desert they had been given mirrors on poles to peer out of ditches, windows and caves, and around the corners of buildings into unknown streets. Hold it so that it doesn’t catch the sun, she’d been told.


The shoemaker, who was wearing a leather apron over his kaftan, looked up and smiled at her. He put down his work and came to the door. In his sidelocks and beard hung the remains of brown wood shavings. ‘Keep going, straight on,’ said the shoemaker, thinking her lost. ‘You can’t miss the exit.’ He waved his hand up the street, said goodbye and disappeared back into his shop.


Suddenly a shadow appeared next to her.


‘So a little tour through the Holy City after all?’ he said. ‘I can barely keep up with you. Why didn’t you invite me along?’


She turned around. It was Shaul Avidan, just as she had suspected.


‘Because our common path has no common goal,’ she said, and turned back to the street.


‘Stop! We haven’t even started yet.’


She knew she would not be able to shake him off now. Had Yoram put Shaul up to this, just before he’d lost his life along with three other fighters – meaninglessly, pointlessly, through their own carelessness while building a bomb in some hidden cellar?


Shaul suggested that she accompany him to Jaffa Gate, and listen without interrupting him so that he could explain his business, which, as she must know, came from the best source. Then he would say no more and she would be free to decide; he would accept any decision on her part.


She hesitated for a moment. ‘No, forget it,’ she said.


The big secret mission, Operation Markolet, destroying all the bridges, putting even more pressure on the British – she already knew about it. And she also knew that Ben Gedi would not want her to get involved with these people. Her hands were trembling. On the other side of the street, not even a hundred yards away, a jeep, clearly a patrol, was moving slowly towards them. A driver sat inside, with two soldiers, carbines propped between their legs. Shaul looked briefly down the street, sizing up the situation. Just a few steps from the shoemaker’s shop was an opening in the wall, beyond which was a narrow alleyway.


‘Your friends,’ he said, jerking his head in the direction of the jeep, but before she could answer he had sloped over to the opening and, with three or four strides, he disappeared.


She turned to leave, first slowly, then gradually speeding up. The soldiers did not seem to be interested in her; she saw the jeep turn around and retreat into the distance.


She would reach Jaffa Road via HaNeviim, and then vanish into the crowd. She would have a drink, collect herself, and afterwards set off in the direction of the agency.


She wouldn’t let him get as close to her again.


When she arrived at a café in Jaffa Road, taking a seat at the bar to drink a glass of cold water, her thoughts turned to Elias Lind, and she felt herself tense. She wanted to bring the business with him to a conclusion in her way – gently, yet firmly. But all of a sudden she wasn’t sure what this conclusion would be. If there had been the slightest hint that Yoram might still be alive, what would she have done? She had asked herself this many times since her first meeting with Elias Lind. The answer was painful: everything.


Even the impossible.




Chapter Four


The Jewish Agency building resembled an ancient fortress: a semicircular complex constructed around a large courtyard. It was built of large, cleanly hewn bricks in light-coloured stone; a portico above the entrance rested on square columns, upon which there was a balcony and a podium from where speeches were delivered. A long drive led visitors between two crescent-shaped patches of parched lawn.


Lilya went up the few steps and entered the hall. Inside it was cool. A security man sitting behind a wooden desk folded his newspaper, stood up and looked at her.


‘I’m looking for Dr Lind,’ she said.


‘Is he expecting you?’


‘Yes.’


He looked her up and down. ‘Any weapons?’ he asked.


She pretended to check, running her hand around her belt. ‘Don’t think so,’ she said.


He left the desk, and came over to her. ‘You don’t think so – good, good,’ he said.


She was wearing her khaki-coloured trousers and clumpy shoes; her skin was dark from working in the fields in the sun, and her hands were rough.


The guard laughed and, rather too nonchalantly for her liking, sauntered over to a noticeboard that hung next to the stairwell. He was much taller than she had supposed, and an odour of stale cigarette tinged with sweat hung about him.


‘Lind, you say? All the way to the end of the hall, left wing.’


He told her the room number, placed his outstretched index finger on the board a little longer than was necessary and then checked the clock, saying, ‘At this time of day, you’d better go in quietly. Or you can wait here if you like.’


His eyes probed her again, not searching for a weapon this time. Whatever he meant by this time of day, she did not want to wait to find out. She thanked him, the guard watching her with feigned disappointment, and then she left, heading for the stairs. As Lilya walked along the corridors on the ground floor, she could hear the sound of her own shoes. Doors opened and closed again, and a young woman, who was pushing a squeaking trolley stacked with transit files, barely glanced at Lilya. Two men carrying briefcases came out of a room. She heard voices, footsteps and the clattering of typewriters behind closed doors. She passed an overcrowded conference room whose door stood wide open, the men and women inside thronged around a large desk. The mood was tense.


A few yards further on, it was quieter; the corridors emptied. She looked around, but there was no one to be seen. It had to be around here somewhere.


Eventually she found the sign with Lind’s name on. The door to the office was ajar. She peered through the crack and saw the tips of someone’s toes, and a pair of shoes on the floor.


Gingerly, without making a sound, she pushed open the door. In the middle of the room stood a table with three chairs; lying on it were sheaves of papers, dossiers, newspaper cuttings and a magnifying glass. Despite the open window, the heat of the fading day was stifling in the room. She saw books on the shelves, files held together by string, and a store of medicine – dropper bottles, tinctures – a pile of clean handkerchiefs and an open spectacle case.
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