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Terrorism is the tactic of demanding the impossible, and demanding it at gunpoint.


— Christopher Hitchens
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The Middle East Crisis Areas, 1933–1948







PART ONE




Kibbutz Beit Yitzhak, Northern Palestine


1931


FOUR-YEAR-OLD SHALMAN ETZION ran as fast as his little legs could carry him and hurled himself into the void as the ground disappeared beneath him. He plummeted like a diving bird, arms and legs akimbo, screaming as he flew through the air. He felt the air hurtling past as he plunged over the edge of the sand dune, exhilarating in the heat of the sun and the acrid perfume of salt and sea spray. Neither his mother nor his father, seated nearby, turned as Shalman shrieked into the wind.


His body landed with a thud and nearly disappeared into the soft white powder as he slid with the sand, gliding down to the bottom where his parents, dressed only in their swimsuits, were sitting on a blanket eating hummus, t’china, and pita bread.


“Shalman,” said his mother, Devorah, turning when she heard him stand up and laugh, “come eat. You’ll hurt yourself one day. Come, bubbeleh. Have some food.”


The boy brushed the sand off his body. Ari, his father, continued to read his copy of the Palestine News but said softly to his wife, “Devorah, leave the kid alone. He’s having a good time. He’ll eat when he’s ready.”


Shalman was ready. Spending all of Saturday at the beach was the greatest fun in the entire world, and even though his week was filled with learning to read and write and singing songs and playing with his brothers and sisters on the kibbutz, there was nothing he loved more than when he had his abba and imma to himself. Sometimes the family came to the beach for a picnic with other families from the kibbutz, and then the fun would be multiplied as all the kids ran wild across the sand. But there was something special on a Shabbat morning when his abba was given permission by the kibbutz director to borrow the organization’s truck and drive his family to a beach.


And this beach, some thirty miles south of Haifa, was the one he enjoyed the most. There were beaches that his kibbutz faced, beaches where the cultivated land and the orange and grapefruit groves gave way to the sand and then to the sea. But this beach, a half-hour drive away from his kibbutz, had towering dunes that curved so that when large waves thundered down on the sand, they sent up white clouds of spray and salt. It was incredibly exciting.


Shalman, hair tousled and full of sand, walked to the blanket and sat cross-legged as his mother put a plate of the pastes and bread in front of him. He turned up his nose, which his father noticed. He knew there was chicken and coleslaw and didn’t want to waste his time eating this grown-up food.


“Stop it, Shalman. Do you know how lucky you are to have good food? Little boys and girls in Europe are starving. You should eat everything and be grateful.”


“Why can’t they come here, Abba?”


“Bubbeleh, it’s easy for people like you and Mummy and me to travel—we just get into the kibbutz’s truck and drive. But it’s not so easy for others. The British have stopped many of our people from coming here, and many have died trying.”


Only a few years had passed since Jews in Palestine were barred access to the temple in Jerusalem amid riots and violent bloodshed between them and their Arab neighbors. This had prompted the British, who administered the land of Palestine under the mandate, to crack down and restrict Jewish migration.


Devorah interrupted. “For God’s sake, Ari; he’s a child. Don’t tell him such things.”


“No!” said Shalman. “Tell me now, Abba. Tell me. I hate the British. I want to kill the British. And the Arabs.”


Devorah was shocked. “Don’t say such horrible things! You mustn’t talk about killing and murder.” She looked at her husband. “Where does he learn these things?”


Ari shrugged. “It’s a kibbutz. Kids talk. They repeat what they’ve heard their parents say. But what am I supposed to tell him? The British and the Arabs are our best friends?”


“He doesn’t have to learn hatred while he’s a child. He can be different from us,” Devorah replied.


“It’s important that he knows his birthright!”


“He’ll learn soon enough. When this is our country, then—” A sudden gust of wind carried her words away.


But Ari’s attention was drawn to something in the distance. His expression hardened and his mood changed, which little Shalman noticed.


Ari had heard the noise of a vehicle. “Quiet!” he ordered. Devorah and Shalman looked at him in concern as he stood and scrambled up the dune. The road from Haifa to Tel Aviv was fairly busy, but there were very few cars or vehicles that turned off on the long side road that led to the beaches. And these beaches were too far from villages or other centers of population to be visited by many people.


Ari popped his head up just above the line of the dune so he could see the kibbutz truck he’d borrowed. It no longer stood alone; parked beside it was a military vehicle carrying four British soldiers.


With a sinking heart, Ari watched them walk toward the beach, two carrying their .303s and one carrying a new Bren gun. The fourth soldier, a sergeant, carried a side revolver.


Ari didn’t know what to do. He could climb up over the dune and greet them, and dressed in a swimsuit, he would appear patently unarmed. To better protect his family, he crawled back down to where Shalman and Devorah waited. “The British. A four-man patrol. Armed. Just sit and eat like everything is normal.”


“Everything is normal, Ari. We’re just having a picnic.” But her words were more for Shalman than her husband.


Shalman turned toward the dune, but Devorah said urgently, “Bubbeleh, just look this way, toward the sea. Keep your eyes on Abba and Imma.”


Ari said loudly in English, and somewhat too theatrically, “Well, I see that you’re both eating the kibbutz food. It’s really good, isn’t it?”


Devorah glared at him. “Stop pretending, idiot. You’re no actor. You sound like a meshuggeneh.”


The four soldiers, weapons ready, appeared at the top of the dune. Ari glanced up and smiled and nodded. “Good morning, gentlemen.”


The soldiers didn’t return the greeting. Instead, the sergeant pointed to the basket and said loudly, “You. Missus. Open the basket very slowly and show us what’s inside. Very bloody slowly.” As she moved to follow his order, one soldier leveled his .303 from the hip, pointing it directly at Devorah, fearful that she might draw a weapon. In Palestine, anything was possible.


Devorah moved to open the basket, lifted it, and showed it to the soldiers. Then she put it back on the blanket and slowly took everything out: first the chicken, then some salad, then two bottles of water. When she’d done so, she turned it upside down to prove that there was nothing else inside.


The sergeant nodded. “What are you doing here? Why so far from town? Where are you from?”


“We’re from Kibbutz Beit Yitzhak, about ten miles south. It’s our day of rest, so I’m here with my wife and son, having a picnic.”


One of the other soldiers, standing next to the sergeant, whispered into his ear. The sergeant nodded. “My corporal’s going to come down and make sure you’re not hiding weapons under your blanket. Don’t make any moves. Understand?”


The younger man descended the dune, slipping on the sandy surface, and walked over to the family. He pointed his .303 at them. “Move off the blanket. Now!”


Shalman involuntarily let out a whimper, the quiet of the beach seizing him with uncertain fear. But the Tommy was unmoved and continued to point his rifle at them. Ari picked up Shalman, and they moved onto the sand. The corporal poked the blanket with the barrel of his gun, but it was obvious that nothing was hidden beneath. He looked up and nodded to his sergeant. The other three men descended the dune, and the sergeant smiled at Ari and his wife.


“Sorry, mate, but you Jews are causing us no bleedin’ end of problems these days. You never bloody know who’s going to stab you in the back at the moment.”


Silently, under her breath, her face turned away from them toward the sea, Devorah whispered to herself, “Nobody trusts anyone anymore . . .”




Moscow, USSR


1931


LITTLE JUDITA LUDMILLA hid beneath the table, but try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself from crying. While her older brother and sister were hiding under the sheets of the single bed the children shared, the two-year-old tried to block out her father’s stentorian voice rebounding off the walls of their tiny apartment. It was the third time this week that Abel Abramovich was shouting at his wife and three children. His thundering voice was punctuated by the sounds of his fist pounding on the table and furniture being kicked over as he stumbled drunkenly across the room.


The little girl, perpetually hungry, limp, ragged, and exhausted, squeezed her eyes shut to block out the sight of her father’s teetering body. She was frightened that he would do to her what he did to her mother. Sometimes the marks on her mother’s face and shoulders didn’t disappear for a week. Her mother would make excuses to stay in the house then, but when she was older, Judita would understand that her mother was ashamed.


Abel Abramovich reeked of vodka, there were borscht stains on his work clothes, and he was covered in concrete dust from his construction site. From under the table Judita could hear her mother, Ekaterina, trying to calm her husband. But her mother’s shallow voice was no match for the bombast, and her attempts just made him more furious with the world.


“That Stalin cocksucker! He made me like this. A pauper. A fucking pauper! A Jewish fucking pauper! And you . . .” Judit didn’t have to see her father to know that his huge stubby finger was pointed at her mother. “You just fucking complain. And look at this house! A shithole. I work for nothing and you do nothing!”


Little Judita didn’t really understand what her father was saying, but she knew from the terror in her mother’s voice that it was very bad.


“Quiet. You’ll have us all arrested!” As her mother’s tears distorted her words, Judita could make out only “Siberia” and “gulag” again and again.


Ekaterina, Abel’s wife of seventeen years, was terrified when he came home in one of these moods. Abel never laid a finger on her when he was sober; in fact, he was rather quiet and somber. But the moment he was drunk, which was often daily, Ekaterina knew what was to come. She would comfort the children when Abel Abramovich was asleep, telling them not to worry and that their daddy was only joking, but none of the children believed her. They’d lost faith in her words of reassurance long ago.


At the end of his working day, it had become a tradition that he’d go into a drinking circle around one of the bonfires on the building site, and the bottles of cheap vodka would be passed around, along with the even cheaper cigarettes. The workers bought bowls of soup from an old woman trundling her cart from site to site, corner to corner. Cheap booze, cheap borscht, and hours sitting on the filthy ground smoking and drinking with his comrades until the freezing cold drove them home.


Ekaterina wondered if her husband sounded off so vocally to his drinking friends about his disdain for Stalin. She suspected not. Such words were death. The OGPU, the secret police run by Vyacheslav Rudolfovich Menzhinsky, had ears everywhere; even children were known to report their parents. No, Ekaterina knew her husband saved these dangerous rants for when he got home. She also knew how thin the walls of their tiny two-room apartment were, and feared his voice more than his fists. His blows hurt only her, but his words could be the death of them all; they would simply disappear in the night, leaving behind just the whispered rumors of their neighbors. It was these thoughts that brought strength back to her voice.


“Abel, shut up,” she hissed over the noise of the children’s whimpering. “Shut your mouth or you’ll get us all killed.”


Abel was stunned by his wife’s admonishments and opened his mouth to reply but was silent. He stared at her, blinked several times, tried to remember what he was going to say, and then fell forward onto the floor like an overbalancing statue. His huge frame hit the wooden boards, and the room descended into sudden silence.


Judita redoubled her efforts to hold back her tears. On this night of all nights, she realized that she hated her father. In turn, with her child’s logic, anything her father hated must be something good. She’d grown up to fear the uniforms of the police, but now, with the sounds of her father’s bellowing still echoing in her ears, she found herself imagining the uniformed police dragging her father away. And she smiled grimly.


Ekaterina didn’t try to move her husband. He was too big, too bulky; she let him sleep where he’d fallen on the floor. She reached under the table and pulled out little Judita Ludmilla, comforting her with kisses and a soft Yiddish melody she’d learned from her own mother. She stroked her hair gently, kissed her on the cheek, the neck, and blew softly into her ear. Then she walked into the bedroom, pulled back the bedclothes, and gently lay Judita alongside her older sister and brother, who had crawled out from under the sheets.


“Father is sleeping,” she said. “He’s very tired after a hard day’s work. You must understand, my little ones. Your father works to support us all.”


The children nodded, and Ekaterina lay down beside them. They all snuggled into her body, and her son, Maxim, whispered, “I don’t like it when he shouts. And when he smells like that.”


“I’m frightened as well,” said Galina, Maxim’s younger sister.


“Then let me tell you a story,” Ekaterina said. “A nice story about a nice place. A story about Israel, where it’s always warm and there’s lots to eat. That’s the place where the Jewish people came from. That’s our real home, my children, not Moscow. And one day I’m going to take you back so you can enjoy your heritage. Do you remember me telling you about Israel? Do you want to hear that story, my babies?”


Judita scowled. “I’m not a baby, Mama.”


Ekaterina smiled. She closed her eyes and held her children even tighter. It was hard to picture a land of warmth and security, but she tried. It was a place she’d never seen with her own eyes, only in picture books. She tried to remember what the images looked like. There was a seashore, and sand dunes, and a city of white stone with a beautiful golden dome in the middle.


Ekaterina took a deep breath and began. “In a city called Jerusalem, there once lived a man called King David. And he had many wives, as happened in those days. But one day on the roof of his palace, he looked down, and there he saw another beautiful woman called Bathsheba . . .”




The town of Yavne, Roman province of Judea


161 C.E. (first year of the co-emperorship of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus)


TZADIK BAR CAIAPHAS flicked away a fat and lazy fly that had just landed atop the scrolls resting on his desk. Tzadik was the exiled high priest of Jerusalem, but as the city had been occupied as a Roman military base for decades, he, like all Jews, was forbidden for all time from freely entering Jerusalem, so his home was made beyond the city walls.


The insect, black and bloated from feasting on rotting summer meats left in the refuse heap on the outskirts of the city, rose to the ceiling the moment the priest’s hands approached. It buzzed around the smoking oil lamp, then settled upside down on one of the wooden beams. Tzadik looked at it in wonder; why had the Lord Almighty created a creature that could spend its days living the wrong way up?


Tzadik had lost count of how many flies and midges and other irritating insects had interrupted his thoughts while he was working. It was a fiercely hot day, and although the drawn shades kept the blistering rays of the sun from entering the office, nothing could stop the enervating heat from draining all of his energy. It was like working in a tar pit. Beneath his robes of office, his golden turban, and his prayer shawl, his body was prickling in the airless cauldron that was his room. But he had work to do, and nothing must distract him.


These were troubled times. Things in Judea were always fraught, but during the past few weeks, it was as though the very fabric of the nation were the skin of a drum and some manic musician was pounding out an erratic and unpredictable beat. The death of one Roman emperor had seen the enthroning of two in his place: a conjoined rule between Antoninus’s adoptive sons, Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus.


Tzadik and his fellow priests were well used to the tides that flowed through the fractured and torn cities and towns of the Roman province and, by and large, knew how to ride their rise and fall. The priests of Judea were nothing if not pragmatic. But the end of one reign and the beginning of another was always tumultuous and posed many questions for the priest. How would the new emperors treat their captured peoples? Would war begin in the north against Syria or the restive Mesopotamia? Would the new reign of the two emperors be filled with anti-Jewish edicts, new commands, new decrees, that would further damage his people?


Above all, would this new emperor allow them to enter the city of Jerusalem once more? The once beautiful city that King David and King Solomon had built had been destroyed by the emperor Titus to little more than piles of rubble. The emperor Hadrian had rebuilt it but as a Roman command post and without the temple that was the center of the Jewish world. Would they one day be allowed to rebuild the temple?


These were the questions that filled the mind of the priest, though he was not so removed from the truth of the world as to be ignorant to the reality faced by his people. Roman soldiers who would thrust a spear into a Jew just for the pleasure of it. Constant skirmishes between their Sadducee brethren and the Pharisees, from the remnants of the Zealots who still dreamed about an Israel free of Rome, from those who wanted to live in peace with the Romans, from those who wanted to worship the gods of other peoples, and from those who demanded that only Yahweh be worshipped. This was the cacophony that troubled the nights of Tzadik bar Caiaphas, and he had set himself to accommodating the Romans as best as possible so there was no repeat of the massacres that had decimated his people in the past.


The Romans were good administrators and terrible enemies. Provided that neither he, as high priest, nor any Jew in the nation went against a Roman decree, his people might be left alone. The Romans had many problems on the distant borders of their empire and were ruthless at crushing dissent.


It was a fine balancing act, but if he plied the road between the ambitious Romans and the intemperate Jews, acting as the water that doused both furnaces, then perhaps peace and hope could be maintained.


To that end, it had been peaceful in Judea for the past twenty-five years, since Simeon bar Kochbar had revolted against the Roman emperor Hadrian. So surprised were the Romans by the bar Kochbar rebellion that Hadrian had ordered his general Sextus Julius Severus to leave Britain and crush the rebels. And crush them he did, killing hundreds of thousands of people until the very rocks themselves cried out in grief.


The destruction of Jerusalem in the wake of the two rebellions was so great that even now, a quarter of a century later, the blood of the Jewish martyrs still stained the white walls of what remained of the city. And the Romans took great pride in the rebuilding of their quarters on what had once been Jerusalem, using those bloodstained blocks of stone.


It was after bar Kochbar’s revolt that Hadrian had renamed the country Syria Palaestina, but Tzadik would never call it by that except in the presence of Romans.


For all the violence and bloodshed he had wrought, Hadrian had died peacefully in his bed, and his place was taken by his adoptive son Antoninus Pius. Though he continued to forbid the Jews to enter Jerusalem except on one day of the year to mourn their temple, life was at least peaceful. The persecution of the Jews, which had given such pleasure to Hadrian and his soldiers, was stopped, as was the depopulation of the cities.


During the reign of Emperor Antoninus, the Jews had slowly returned and the intellectual and social life of Israel resumed. Antoninus even repealed those edicts of Hadrian that denied burial of Jewish soldiers and martyrs who had fought the Romans, and whose bones had lain on the battlefield.


Tzadik bar Caiaphas sighed as he struggled to read his scrolls, his eyes misted by sweat from the burning heat of the day. He stared out the open window in the airless atmosphere and recalled the days of his youth. They were not pleasant memories. The stench of decomposing bodies; the ravaging dogs and wolves that roamed the streets with impunity, tearing rotting limb from rotting limb, crunching on bones that once were worshippers. Even prides of lions marauding.


Whenever he began to recall these events, he deliberately stopped his thoughts and instead contemplated his responsibilities now that he was high priest, acting under sufferance from Rome.


He sighed and wiped the sweat from his eyes. He was roasting and had to leave his office to find some sanctuary from the burning heat.


Carrying his scrolls under his arm, Tzadik walked out of his house and into the garden, where a breeze from the distant sea rustled the leaves. He headed toward a desk that his servants had set up the previous day underneath the gigantic canopy of a cypress tree. As he walked through his garden, he saw movement behind one of the bushes in the distance. It looked like the shadow of a very small man.


“Who’s there?” he shouted. “Come out. My servants are nearby.”


He stood and waited, and after a moment, the shadow revealed itself as a boy, seemingly ten or eleven years old. But as he walked nearer, Tzadik saw that he was older, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. A man but still a boy. A boy dressed in rags, his sandals broken, his clothes torn and filthy.


“Who are you?” demanded Tzadik.


The boy came closer, obviously in awe of the high priest’s sumptuous regalia, his jeweled turban and heavy golden seals of office hanging around his neck. The child was looking up in amazement at Tzadik’s head. The high priest understood that the boy’s incredulity was because he came from the country and probably had never seen such dress—or any priestly garments.


“What’s your name, boy, and why are you in my garden?”


“I’m Abram ben Yitzhak. I’ve walked from the north of Israel—”


“Silence, child.”


Tzadik knew he was alone and safe but still cast his eyes about involuntarily to ensure that no one had heard the name the boy had called the Roman province. “Israel” was never to be used. It was death. When Emperor Hadrian had crushed the Jewish rebellion, he had set about ensuring the dissolution of national identity that could lead to such rebellions. Hadrian had attempted to rob the Jews of their sense of self by making it a crime punishable by death to even call the land by its ancestral Jewish name. It was known to all as Syria Palaestina.


“Never use that name, boy.”


Abram looked at the priest with curiosity.


“What do you want here?” Tzadik asked.


“I’ve been told to come and see the high priest of Israel to bring him greetings from—”


At the repeated transgression, Tzadik cut the boy off. “Who told you to seek me out? And what do you want with me?”


Abram looked up at the high priest. At first he hadn’t been in awe, but the man’s imperiousness did make him nervous. Despite the privations and hardships of his three weeks’ walking from the Northern Galilee to the coastal city of Yavne, the constancy of his hunger and fear of bandits and nocturnal animals, he’d maintained his confidence and courage until now. Suddenly, he was tongue-tied.


“Well? Speak, boy; I’m a busy man. Who sent you to see me?”


“My friend. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.”


High Priest Tzadik stared at the lad in shock. “Shimon . . . Shimon? He sent you?”


Abram nodded.


“You mean he’s alive? He lives? Is he well? How does he fare? Where is he?”


“Of course he’s alive. I fetch him food every day. He lives in a cave near where I live. I have come from the village of Peki’in in the Galilee on a mission given to me by Rabbi Shimon. He told me to come here first, master, and to see you. He said that of all the people in Israel, you were the only one I could trust to help me.”


Tzadik grasped the boy urgently by the arm and led him to the desk in the shade of the tree. Abram didn’t struggle against the high priest’s firm grip. They sat, and Tzadik poured the boy a drink of freshly made pomegranate juice, which he drank eagerly to slake his fierce thirst. It was obvious to Tzadik just by looking at the boy that he was malnourished, so he uncovered a tray of honey bread and offered it to him. He then waited patiently while Abram ate five slices and drank another whole glass of juice.


Abram smiled at Tzadik. “You are the high priest, aren’t you?” he asked softly.


Tzadik nodded. “Tell me of Rabbi Shimon. For many years, I thought he was dead. He was arrested by the Romans. I had heard he’d escaped, but nobody knew where he went. We all assumed the worst.”


“He’s alive. He lives in the cave with his son, and only I know where it is.” Abram had a fierce determination to him. A resolve that defied his size and means.


“And what do they do in his cave, Rabbi Shimon and his son?”


Abram shrugged. “They talk and shout. I sometimes listen outside the mouth of the cave, but I don’t understand what they’re saying or the words they’re using. They’re always talking about shining lights and spirits and radiance and—”Abram shoved another slice of honey bread into his mouth and spoke while chewing. “I don’t understand a thing, but they’re always so serious. Until I come with the food. Then they laugh and joke with me. But when I leave, I hear them starting to shout at each other again. I don’t think they like each other.”


The high priest smiled. “It’s just their way. They’re mystics and don’t think of this world but of the world of God. But Abram, tell me about the mission he gave you. What was so important that he’d risk the life of a boy your age in a land under the heel of the Romans?”


The boy stopped chewing, swallowed, and looked the priest up and down as if appraising him, judging him. The scrutiny annoyed Tzadik, annoyed and in other circumstances he might have berated the boy for his insolence. But the priest sensed what the boy had to say was not going to be good news.


Abram slowly took a ragged piece of cloth out of an inside pocket of his torn shirt. He unwrapped it on the table and exposed a seal, words written into once burning white alabaster, once beautifully radiant but after a millennium bearing stains of age. Tzadik picked it up gingerly, turning it in the sunshine to expose the writing that had been etched on the stone a thousand years earlier.


Tzadik closed his eyes and lifted his head to heaven, whispering a prayer. Then he looked at Abram. “Have you read these words?”


The boy shook his head. “Is the writing old? What does it say? Rabbi Shimon didn’t tell me.”


“Yes, my son. The writing is old, but the words are still what we say today. They were written a long, long time ago. It is a style of writing that we Jews haven’t written for centuries. They say, ‘I, Matanyahu, son of Naboth, son of Gamaliel, have built this tunnel for the glory of my king, Solomon the Wise, in the Twenty-second year of his reign.’ Imagine that, Abram!”


The tunnel was one that ran from the floor of the Kedron Valley to the top of the mountain, coming out at the very foot of the temple. It created a water course to sustain the city.


“But the temple is no more. Rabbi Shimon said to me that Solomon’s temple was rebuilt when the Jews returned from their Babylonian exile, but then King Herod rebuilt it and—”


“Yes,” interrupted Tzadik, “the Temple of Herod is no more. All that remains standing is the Western Wall.” The priest reverentially turned over the seal. “But our god Yahweh is still there. He remains, even though the stones no longer sit one on top of the other. He waits for us to rebuild.”


The boy nodded. He didn’t fully understand how Yahweh could still be in the temple if the temple was no longer standing, but there was much that he didn’t understand. All he cared about was completing the task that the rabbi had set him: The alabaster stone must be returned, and Abram was to let no one stand in his way.


As if reading his mind, Tzadik looked up from the stone and into the eyes of Abram. “And your mission?” he asked the boy.


Abram hesitated. He felt nervous that the stone was no longer inside his shirt, where the rabbi had told him to keep it hidden and safe.


“To return it to the tunnel and hide it from the Romans, so that only Yahweh will see it, and then He’ll know who built it. Rabbi Shimon says that this will mark the beginning of the rebuilding of the temple.”


Tzadik reeled back in shock. “Return it to Jerusalem? Impossible. It’s certain death for you. No Jew is allowed to enter Jerusalem, on pain of death! Only on the Ninth Day of the Month of Ab, just one day, and then the Romans watch everybody like hawks.


“No, my child, the revered Rabbi Shimon obviously isn’t aware of what’s happening in the world outside of his cave. No, you will not go to Jerusalem.”


This was what the rabbi had warned him about. Not to trust anyone who would stand in his way. Yet the one person Rabbi Shimon had said he could trust, this high priest, was now one of those who would stand in his way. He didn’t understand, but his immediate desire was to reach out and snatch the stone back from the priest and run. However, caution told him that he should resist and try to reason with him.


“But he told me to. And he told me that you could help me. That’s why I’ve come here. Now you want me to return without my mission being a success. I can’t return. I can’t go back to Peki’in and tell him that I didn’t do what he told me.”


The high priest smiled and reached over to hold Abram’s hand. “My boy, rest here, bathe, and when you’re ready, return to Rabbi Shimon. I will keep this seal. It will be safe with me.”


Abram looked at the high priest sternly. “No!”


The priest was shocked. No one ever said no to him, least of all a child.


“I must do as the rabbi ordered.”


Tzadik sighed. “Then, like so many of your brothers and sisters, you will die at the hands of the Romans. No. I will not have your blood on my hands. The seal will stay with me . . .”


•  •  •


Abram was young but smart and careful and cunning. It was these traits that the old rabbi in the cave had recognized and that had encouraged him to entrust the boy with the task of returning the seal. Abram demonstrated all these qualities as he waited and watched in the dark while the lamps inside the home of the priest were, one by one, extinguished for the night.


Tzadik had wrested the seal from his grasp, and now he needed to get it back. The priest had offered him food and drink and water to bathe. He had even given Abram fresh clothes for the journey home. The boy had accepted all of these while watching carefully and waiting. The priest had also offered a bed for him to stay and rest in until he was ready to return. Abram agreed and had been shown to a small room at the back of the house where the servants lived.


He hadn’t stayed in the room long before he gathered his things and as much food as he could carry and slipped out of the window. He doubled around through the dark to where he now crouched beneath the window that looked onto the high priest’s study.


Once all the lamps had been extinguished in the house, he pushed himself up and over the ledge and into the study.


He crouched low and felt with his hands to orient himself. He could see nothing—the room was entirely blanketed in darkness—but he had known this would be the case once the servants had turned in for the night. He had studied the room carefully for an hour earlier in the evening, so he had a mental map of its layout.


Abram’s hands found the wall and the stool that rested near it to his right. This told him that the priest’s desk was directly ahead. The young man got to his hands and knees and crawled, counting off the distance in his mind. With one hand extended, he felt for the timber of the desk until his finger touched the wood, then he stopped once more. Abram listened carefully but could hear only his own breath and the beating of his heart. He’d never been a thief. He’d always followed the injunctions of the Bible. Now . . . this . . .


Old Rabbi Shimon back in Peki’in had said to seek out the high priest but had also warned him to trust no one else. These thoughts commanded the boy’s mind as he turned left at the desk, still on his hands and knees, and headed toward the shelves of scrolls and parchments against the far wall. It was here that Abram had watched, with eyes barely above the lip of the windowsill, as the priest had hidden away the seal Abram must now retrieve.


The lad was aware of the sins he was about to commit. The priest had taken the seal away from him, but in Jewish law, did that mean that it belonged to Tzadik? And if it did, was Abram about to break one of Father Moses’s commandments? What would the priest do if he was caught? Would he be beaten or whipped or worse? Was it an even greater wrong to defy a priest? Tzadik had been explicit in his decree that the seal should stay with him and Abram was to return home without fulfilling his charge. And yet Abram knew that his only true loyalty was to the rabbi and the mission on which he had been sent.


“Trust no one . . .” The words of the rabbi echoed in Abram’s mind and gave him courage enough to defy the high priest and break the commandments.


Abram’s extended hand came into contact with a loosely wound parchment scroll. It was thin and light, and the small pressure from Abram’s hand knocked it from the shelf. It clattered off the ledge and rattled against another, larger scroll. The two together tumbled off the shelf in the dark, falling to the floor.


The sound would not have been so loud had the night not been so deathly quiet. To Abram’s ears, the falling scrolls sounded like a short, sharp spasm of rattling bones. He froze and turned his head, but there was only darkness. He listened for the sound of footsteps and opened his eyes wider to find any light from newly lit lamps that might have been coming his way.


Long slow moments passed and then a distant shuffle, somebody moving in another part of the house. He had to move more quickly. He turned back to the shelf to find the small wooden box he’d seen the priest pull from the top of the shelf where he’d placed the precious seal for safekeeping. Abram drew himself to his feet and pushed himself up onto the tips of his toes to try and reach the top shelf.


Behind him and beyond the door, the rustling was combined with a swishing—feet on the floor and the swirl of clothes. Abram dared to turn his head and saw a small soft glow down the hallway. Someone was coming.


Abram pushed himself higher, one hand holding on to a shelf to help force his free hand higher. His fingers traced the edge of the shelf for the corner of the box.


The sound in the hallway turned from rustling to footsteps, and the glow of the lamp the person carried began to illuminate the room. Abram could now see his fingers, and they were but a fraction away from the box. With a last effort, almost a jump, he grabbed the corner of the box, sliding it off the shelf and catching it with his other hand.


The lamplight grew brighter and the footsteps beat on the stone floor; the person would soon turn the corner into the room. With the box in his hand, Abram spun to the window, then turned back to the doorway. The distance was too great; he wouldn’t make it to the window before the servant rounded the corner and entered the office. Between him and the window was the desk of the high priest, covered in scrolls and with parchments heaped up around it. It was his only choice. Abram dived under the table, clutching the box to his chest, and lay as still and silent as he could, his eyes never leaving the doorway.


The lamplight grew brighter, spilling a yellow glow into the office until a foot appeared, followed by legs and a long gown. Abram held his breath as he saw the feet stop. He knew the desk would not fully conceal him; it was only a matter of time before the man would see some telltale sign of him, raise the alarm or a weapon, and then . . .


Abram trembled. It was dark under the desk, but the light from the lamp would soon reveal him. The boy’s mind raced as he considered running, or staying and facing his accuser. He felt the muscles of his legs tense beneath him and his fingers bind tighter around the wood of the small box in his hands.


The feet moved closer and then, as the light swung around, stopped.


Abram’s heightened senses heard an intake of breath. It was all that the boy needed to act.


His cramped legs surged upward, pushing his body as he extended his hand above his head. He heaved on the underside of the table with all his might. It was not a large table, but it was dense and heavy. Abram’s small frame barely lifted the table’s feet off the floor, but they did lift it off center and, with all the force of his legs uncoiling, heaved it over on its side. The table tipped its contents at the man with the lamp and crashed with a booming thud so close to his bare feet that he was forced to leap back or else have his toes crushed.


The man dropped the lamp to the ground, breaking the pottery and spilling oil over the floor. The burning wick instantly caught the vapor of the oil and swished into flame.


Abram turned toward the window and bounded across the remaining space to escape. Behind him he heard the man yelp as the flames licked at the dry, flammable parchment.


“Fire!” screamed the old man. Abram ran but felt relief that the word had not been “thief.” He heaved himself out of the window headfirst, one arm extended to cushion the blow with the ground, the other tightly gripping the box pressed against his belly.


Abram rolled on the ground and quickly scrambled to his feet. He allowed himself a moment to cast his eyes back to the house and saw the bright glow of flame through the window cavity and the scrambling efforts of the man to douse the flames and save the scrolls. Then Abram heard the sounds of the house waking up in panic and the high priest bellowing, demanding answers from the Almighty for what had just happened.


He’d never intended to start a fire, but as he ran down the hill and into the enfolding darkness, he knew that it would buy him time to escape. The servants would be intent on dousing the flames and not on chasing him.


Abram ran faster than he had ever run in his life. In Peki’in, life was never spent running, not since he was a child. People walked slowly past Roman columns, people walked cautiously. Now he was running, not because he was a thief and not because he was an arsonist but because Rabbi Shimon had entrusted him with a sacred mission, and even though he might have to break some of the Almighty’s commandments, he’d put the seal back in the tunnel in Jerusalem, whatever the cost.


As he ran farther and farther from the high priest’s house, Abram’s mind began to clear. Reason took over from panic. He stopped when the house and the flames were no longer visible, and sat on the ground, breathing heavily. Rabbi Shimon had told him that the high priest was the only man he could trust; yet he’d taken the seal and told Abram to return home. Rabbi Shimon had told him that this seal, which had come from the hands of a man who knew King Solomon, was of great value to his people and must be returned for the sake of all.


If he couldn’t trust the high priest, whom could he trust? He was all alone in the land of the Romans, far from his mother and father, far from Rabbi Shimon. He had nobody to ask. All he could do was rely on himself. And that frightened the youngster more than anything.




Kibbutz Beit Yitzhak, Northern Palestine


1941


NOBODY ON THE kibbutz paid any attention when the truck coughed and spluttered its way up the hill and finally, like an old asthmatic straining for air, crawled through the kibbutz gates. It was so ancient, some joked that it had been used by Moses to deliver the Children of Israel over to the other side of the Red Sea to escape the Pharaoh.


The kibbutzniks could always hear, and sometimes smell, its arrival minutes before it came into view. It was on its last legs but beloved by all.


Young Shalman straightened his back when he saw the truck arrive. Working in the henhouse was smelly, especially in the heat of summer, but the kids on the kibbutz helped their parents in the day-to-day work, and he enjoyed ensuring there were enough eggs for breakfast. He watched as the driver jumped out. These were only short breaks, but they refreshed his mind and eased his body from the hard work that he and the other kids of the kibbutz, his brothers and sisters, had to do to stay alive.


Dov, the driver, dropped out of the cabin onto the dusty ground. He was a short and wiry man, but there was an invisible strength in his body, and nobody messed with him. Dov, like Shalman in the henhouse, straightened his back after the long drive and looked over at the group of men and women in the fields. They were preparing the land for next season’s crop. Some of the women, wearing the traditional gray trousers, flannel shirts, and scarves, were using long-handled hoes to weed ahead as the men, in shirts and shorts and pointed blue-and-white hats, were hand-planting the seeds behind them.


Dov had been the kibbutz’s truck driver for years. In Germany, before the war had begun, he’d been a railwayman in Berlin, which somehow qualified him to drive “Adolf the Beast,” as the truck was affectionately known. Dov had managed to escape Germany with his wife and six children just before the closure of the borders. It was an act of daring and courage that had saved his entire family from the gas chambers.


The other thing for which Dov was renowned was being a thief. It was he who went on nighttime stealing missions. He and a few others would park their truck a long way from where the British Tommies had set up camp during maneuvers, then crawl on their hands and knees and stomachs, sometimes for a mile or more. In total silence, they would steal rifles and ammunition inadvertently left against a rock or a tree after a patrol by exhausted British soldiers prostrate in the heat of Palestine.


Dov had managed to steal more than forty rifles and thousands of rounds of ammunition from the British in the years he’d been the kibbutz’s “lifter.” An amiable fellow, he was well liked by his comrades and had friends in many other parts of Northern Palestine. He’d even befriended the inhabitants of the nearby villages such as Peki’in, where he would trade the produce of the kibbutz for supplies.


Everyone in the kibbutz knew what Dov did, but that didn’t stop the wiry little man from scanning to see if anyone was watching before he peeled back the tarpaulin cover. However, Dov didn’t see that Shalman had crept up around the front of the truck and was visibly shocked when he heard the boy say: “What did you find, Dov?”


“Hell, don’t go sneaking up on me like that, kid.”


Shalman was unperturbed. “What did you find?”


Dov smiled, looked around once more to make sure it was just him and the boy, then pulled out from the truck bed an object wrapped in an oil cloth.


“What is it?” asked Shalman.


“Not something your dad would want you playing with.” Dov flipped the cloth open to reveal a revolver in shiny gunmetal gray. “Know what this is?”


“A gun,” replied Shalman.


“It’s a pistol,” corrected Dov. “It’s an officer’s pistol. A Webley. I took it from a British officer.”


“Did you kill him?” asked Shalman without emotion, only genuine curiosity.


“Whoa, now, that’s a question your imma wouldn’t like you asking and certainly wouldn’t like me telling. Even if it were true . . .” Dov gave the boy a wink and Shalman smiled. “You can hold it if you want.”


The lad held out his hand eagerly and Dov placed the pistol on his palm. The weight surprised him, but Dov deftly reached over and showed him how to do it. “Hold it tight, boy. You never know when you might need a gun like that. We’ve got Brits and Arabs on all sides, Shalman. You never, ever forget that.”


From the field where he was tilling the soil, Shalman’s father, Ari, straightened up, stretched out his back, and noticed his son talking to Dov. He saw something in Shalman’s hand and felt a moment of concern. It was probably Dov’s latest acquisition. Ari shook his head. Why was Dov always showing the guns he stole to the children of the kibbutz? Didn’t they deserve a normal childhood in this war zone of a land? Hadn’t the Jewish people learned enough about guns, now that they were being forced to fight against the British and were the victims of these Nazis in Germany?


There was a squeal of children’s voices as a gaggle of six young ones came running toward Dov, arms outstretched, ready to embrace their father. Ari couldn’t help but smile even as he saw Dov quickly hide the pistol away in his coat and kneel down to embrace his kids. The throng of small bodies knocked Dov off his feet and sent him sprawling in a mass of tickles and giggles onto the ground.


The peace of the moment was short-lived. Suddenly, four British army Jeeps and a large truck roared furiously through the front entrance of the kibbutz, still open from when Dov arrived. Everybody working in the field looked up in shock as the vehicles screeched to a halt, throwing up stones and clouds of dirt. Ten British soldiers jumped out and fanned in a protective line in front of their vehicles, rifles pointing at the kibbutz inhabitants.


Shalman’s eyes turned back to Dov and saw him quickly push the children off, stand, and move sharply to his truck so he could pull the cover over the back. He then ordered the children to return to their mother.


Last out of the vehicles was the commander of the group, a man Ari already knew; he was the senior officer who had remained sitting in the Jeep while his NCOs had intimidated the family when they were having a picnic on the beach ten years earlier. Though Ari wasn’t the kibbutz leader, he walked slowly out of the field, as though this were a daily occurrence, and meandered over to the commander, his hand outstretched in greeting.


Reluctantly, the major took it. A nod was his only greeting before he said, “That truck”—pointing to Adolf the Beast—“who owns that?”


Ari didn’t turn to face any of the kibbutz residents who gathered around. But he knew that Dov was standing near the truck beside Shalman.


“This is a kibbutz, Major. We all own it,” said Ari. With a smile, hoping to remove some of the tension from the air, he added, “It’s a piece of junk. We’ll pay you to take it away.”


The major didn’t appreciate the joke. His face remained stern. In a clipped voice, he said, “I’ll ask the question again. And don’t mess about. Understand? Now, who was driving that truck?”


By this time more of the community had gathered around. Women pushed children behind them, but all stood and watched the soldiers. In turn the soldiers gripped their rifles more tightly. Ari sensed all this and sweat beaded his brow.


“Can I ask what this is all about? We’ve done nothing wrong. We’re farmers.”


“Answer my question. Who was the driver of that truck?”


Ari turned his head to look briefly at the people gathered nearby. All knew the answer to the question, but none knew what Ari would say. Dov had retreated into the crowd, his children, frightened, gathered about him—all six holding on to a hand or a pant leg. Dov’s eyes met Ari’s, wide and still and uncertain.


“Now! Right now! Who was driving?” commanded the major.


One of the soldiers behind the officer nervously raised his rifle and a woman nearby let out an involuntary whimper. Dov’s eyes darted back and forth like a trapped animal’s, but he didn’t move. Then Shalman stepped from the crowd toward his father.


“Stay back, Shalman,” said Ari, raising a hand to ward him off.


“I won’t ask again, farmer,” the major said. There was no mistaking the menace in his voice.


“Abba?”


The silence weighed leaden in the air as Ari looked once more to the mass of frightened children about Dov’s legs. Dov’s six young children.


“It was me,” Ari said softly. He heard a gasp behind him. So did the major, who continued to stare deeply into his eyes before he turned and barked an order.


“Search it.”


Three of the soldiers ran over to the truck, and the people nearby parted like a field of reeds. The soldiers threw back the cover while the other soldiers stayed where they were, pointing their rifles at the men and women in the field as though daring them to move.


Ari wanted to say something, but there was nothing to say. He knew what the soldiers would find.


“Sir!” shouted one of the privates. “Here, sir. Look at this, sir.”


The major walked over, and one of his men handed him a rifle pulled from the truck and hidden under a blanket. He turned back to Ari with a look of disgust and incredulity. With a raised eyebrow, he said, “Once more! Just to be absolutely clear! Were you the driver of this vehicle? You understand the consequences of your answer, don’t you?”


Out of the corner of his eye, Ari saw Dov begin to move forward.


“Yes, it was me. Only me.”


From a short distance away in the field, Devorah cried, “Ari. Don’t!”


He turned and smiled and nodded. “I’ll be all right. I’m just going to clear up a misunderstanding. I’ll be home soon.”


The major stepped forward and whispered to Ari, “Don’t be a fool, man. I can smell the field on you. We both know you weren’t driving. And you know the consequences if I take you away.”


Ari looked into the eyes of the major and shrugged. Softly, he repeated, “It was me.”


The major stepped back a pace and said to Ari, “Oh well, one Jew’s as good as another.”


The entire group of men and women in the fields, knowing what was about to happen, began to murmur and move toward the British soldiers, who immediately raised their rifles from waist height to shoulder height, pointing them at the kibbutzniks.


Ari feared what might follow and shouted, “Stop. Everybody. Don’t be stupid. I’ll go with these soldiers. I’ll be all right.”


Two soldiers came forward to seize him by the arms. Ari turned to look at Shalman, who stared back up at his father. Ari went to say something to his son but turned his eyes to Dov. “Look after Shalman, will you, Dov? Treat him like you treat your other children. I’m making him your responsibility.”


And with that, Ari was driven away in a cloud of dust. It was the last time that Devorah saw her husband and the last image that young Shalman had of his father—driven off as a prisoner between two British soldiers.




Moscow, USSR


1943


FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD JUDITA TRIED to stifle her yawn but failed miserably as the elderly rabbi looked up from his Talmud just as she was putting her hand to her mouth. The rabbi looked closely at her to see whether there were any marks remaining on her face. Two weeks ago she’d appeared in his class looking like a whore with cheap makeup plastered all over her eyes and cheeks, an unsophisticated way of covering up the black eye and slaps her father had given her the night before. The rabbi sighed. Such a brilliant girl; such a beast of a father.


And somehow it was worse when it happened in the dreadful winters of Moscow. Children couldn’t leave the house, and so the tensions caused drunken fathers to flare up, and so many wives and children were beaten. The rabbi thought of this as he pondered another problem with the winter months in Moscow. The windows of the basement where he taught the children were closed and opaque from condensation, yet the paraffin heater made the room horribly stuffy. Judita wasn’t the only one yawning, but somehow she was always the one Rabbi Ariel saw, the one he always looked at first when he glanced up from reading.


His half-moon glasses were perched on the end of his nose, his huge gray beard permanently curled from his constant stroking when he was talking or listening, his battered hat askew on the back of his head. Reb Ariel treated Judita more strictly than any of the other students in the tiny classroom. But she knew, because he often told her parents, that his discipline was harsh because of her potential; she was by far the brightest student in the small school, and he was determined that she would become a great figure in the Russian Jewish community, even though she was a girl.


Classes were held in the basement of a public theater on Bolshaya Bronnaya near Tverskoy Boulevard. The building was once the Lyubavicheskaya Synagogue until it was appropriated by the Soviet authorities for nonreligious public entertainment. Though the students were all the same age, some were barely able to read a word of Hebrew. But Judita was able to read the Hebrew words as though they were as familiar to her as Russian. She was a natural linguist and could speak a few words of almost any language just by listening to two people speaking it. Similarly, she could speak and read fluent Yiddish and enjoyed smatterings of Polish and German.


A young boy was reading aloud, wrestling with the words, and had already spent long minutes trying to get his tongue around the phrases. The rabbi shook his head sadly and said, “Moishe, listening to you, I’m sure that the Messiah will decide not to come to earth for another generation. Your Hebrew is terrible. Learn, child. Learn! Practice. Now, Judita Ludmilla, read the next section.”


Without looking up, flawlessly, and in a voice that was both strong and commanding of attention, the tall, thin, handsome girl began to read the Hebrew as though reading a novel by Pushkin. “By your messengers you have defied the Lord, and have said, ‘With the multitude of my chariots, I have come up to the height of the mountains, to the innermost parts of Lebanon; and I will cut down its tall cedars, and its choice fir trees; and I will enter into his—’”


Judita abruptly stopped reading and glanced up. In the silence, the entire class looked at her, very few of them really understanding more than the odd word of Hebrew she’d just read but comprehending that she had stopped short of finishing. The rabbi also raised his head and felt doom descending. He knew that expression. Judita understood the Hebrew and was about to ask one of her philosophical questions.


“Rabbi, why does it matter where the wood came from?”


The rabbi looked at her curiously, as if failing to understand the question. Judita continued. “I mean, I understand the story, but we live here in Russia. Why should this story matter?”


The rabbi was used to Judita’s questioning, but this was more blunt than he had anticipated. He pushed out a reply: “These stories tell us who we are, where we come from, our faith that God has chosen us—”


Judita cut off the rabbi by changing tack. “But Comrade Lenin said that all modern religions and churches, every kind of religious organization, are always considered by Marxism as the organs of bourgeois reaction, used for the exploitation and stupefaction of the working class.”


The rabbi was speechless as the class drew a collective breath. He smiled, trying to brave her communist leanings. “Yes, child. All modern religions. Ours isn’t a modern religion. Ours is the oldest and best and—”


Judita pushed on bravely. “If what Comrade Lenin said is true, and of course it has to be, then should we not reject these stories? What does it matter if we are Jewish?”


The rabbi was unused to being subjected to an inquisition by a fourteen-year-old girl, dealing with the difference between the doctrine of the state and the doctrine of his faith. He banged his fist on the table, yelling, “Judita!”


But as soon as her name left his lips, he regretted it. The harsh booming of his voice shocked the class, and even plucky Judita cowered for an instant. He realized in the shock of her face that he reminded the poor brilliant child of her father. At the same time, he was furious that here, in the confines of his school, a Jewish girl could reject all that he represented, all that he was.


The distant noise of a door creaking made all of the students shift their attention from Judita to the front of their classroom. With the secret police everywhere, any unexpected noise could herald danger. They all looked at the rabbi, who smiled and nodded to give them confidence, but they knew from his forced smile that he was feeling as ill at ease as they were.


The students listened intently to steps on the upper floors walking in the direction of the basement room. Then the steps—two or three or even more men—could be heard descending the stairs. The rabbi put his finger to his mouth and whispered, “Quiet, children. Silence.”


All the boys and girls, as well as Rabbi Ariel, looked in fear to the door. Any interruption these days almost always spelled trouble. The door burst open, and three men stood there dressed in the uniform of the NKVD, the Soviet secret police: brown army jackets, brown trousers, heavy black boots, and a cap of purple and red stripes above the shiny black peak.


A tall man with a bushy mustache like Comrade Stalin’s stepped forward into the room. He was followed by the other two men. All the soldiers were wearing mustaches. Without even glancing at the rabbi, the first man surveyed the boys and girls slowly, letting them know that he was in command of the room. Only then did he turn and acknowledge the rabbi, who was staring wide-eyed at the three newcomers.


NKVD officers usually came at night to a person’s home. They never knocked but pushed the door in with their feet, dragged the occupants out to a truck, and then drove off. The householders were never, ever seen again. A new family would be in residence the following day, as though they’d lived there all their lives. Rumors said that hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of people disappeared, never to be seen again. No explanation, no comments from the neighbors, and certainly never a mention of the family who’d lived there the day before.


The rabbi started to speak, but the leader glared at him in such a way that all he could say was “What can I . . . ?”


“You have a pupil. Judita Ludmilla Magidovich, daughter of Abel Abramovich Magidovich and his wife, Ekaterina Davidovna Magidovich. Where is she?”


The rabbi gulped and shook his head.


Without realizing the implications, everybody in the room stared at Judita the moment the Russian policeman mentioned her name. She tried to diminish the size of her body. Ignoring the rabbi, the captain of the NKVD said, “Judita Ludmilla?”


She stood, and the rabbi tried to catch her eye, shaking his head fiercely, silently begging her to sit down. But she didn’t.


“Excellency?” she asked. “Why do you want me?”


He examined her. Most people whom he confronted, either at night in their homes or in the prison cells of the Lubyanka, looked at him in utter horror. But this girl looked him directly in the eyes and didn’t flinch at all.


“Come with me.”


She didn’t move. After a long moment, she asked calmly, “What have I done?”


“I said come with me.”


“And I asked what I’ve done.”


The students, the rabbi, and the other soldiers looked at Judita in astonishment. Nobody ever questioned the orders of a commanding officer, especially not a schoolgirl. And a Jewess. Instead of drawing out his gun or screaming a command at her, he said, “Your country needs you. Now, don’t dawdle, girl. Follow me.”


Judita looked at the rabbi, who stood and said, “Excellency, surely you’ve made a mistake. Look at her. She’s only a child. Let me go with you instead. I’ll answer all your questions. Let me send these children home, and—”


“Silence!” said the officer, and he nodded to the other men in his troop, who walked aggressively through the rows, pushing desks out of the way, and grabbed the young girl’s arm to hurry her to the door.


Before she left the room, she said to the rabbi, “Please, Reb Ariel, tell Mama and Papa that I’m fine and that all will be well. This is Russia . . .”


Once outside the school, Judita found herself in a truck on the way to the center of Moscow. She sat quietly on the seat between the captain, whose name she didn’t know, and the other men, who were never identified.


“Where are you taking me?” she asked softly.


“You’re going to the Lubyanka,” the captain said, looking out of the window at the empty streets of the nation’s capital.


She gulped. Every Muscovite, every Russian, was terrified of the Lubyanka, even if they’d never been to the center of Moscow. It had a fearsome reputation. It was a place people went and never emerged, never returned. Some people said at night you could hear screams from inside.


“What have I done?” asked Judita, desperate not to cry.


The captain finally turned and looked at her. “To ask a question like that, Judita Ludmilla, indicates a guilty conscience.”


Judita held her breath and fell silent. She knew she’d find out soon enough.


•  •  •


Comrade Lavrentiy Pavlovich Beria walked the cold Moscow streets with his coat pulled tight around him. It wasn’t a long journey to the Kremlin, perhaps a couple of hundred yards at most, but it could be the most dangerous journey in the world. Not because of criminals or car traffic. Nor because of the numerous checkpoints that were a constant threat to Moscow citizens. Beria was the state security administrator and chief of the NKVD, instantly recognizable to any soldier and therefore safe in that respect.


No, the reason the fifteen-minute walk was so dangerous was because he never knew whether he would return to his office or be murdered at the whim of his leader. Beria was powerful and influential but always walking the tightrope plucked by Iosif Vissarionovich Stalin, always in danger of being tossed into the abyss.


The walk was from the hill on Teatralnyy, down the street from Beria’s office in the Lubyanka, past the Bolshoi Theater and the Metropol Hotel and through the massive gates that punctuated the Kremlin’s red walls.


Earlier that day his telephone had rung with the summons to meet with the general secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Beria assumed a particularly stern voice to the leader’s assistant, saying that although he was very busy dealing with great matters of state, he would make time to see the general secretary and would be there as soon as possible. The truth was that the moment the telephone’s bell sounded, apprehension had gripped him. He could have ordered his car and chauffeur, but he needed the walk. He needed to be focused. He needed to think over the past couple of meetings with Stalin and try to work out if he’d done something that might have angered the man. But what? Nothing! Or possibly . . .


He walked through the private entrance in the massive red walls of the Kremlin and found his way over the vast courtyards to where the nation’s most powerful man lived. While he was climbing the stairs to Stalin’s office, he pondered the deeply divergent paths the meeting might take. If Stalin was in one of his jovial moods, the two Georgians would sit for hours eating piroshky and drinking vodka and Alazani wine until the general secretary fell asleep in his chair and Beria could stagger home or to the apartment of one of his mistresses.


But if Stalin needed to be told something, often for the third or fourth time, Beria would have to pretend that the question had never been asked and answer with enthusiasm, praising the leader for his perception. On occasion, if he was lucky, Stalin only wanted his advice on something or confirmation of an order, and then he’d be dismissed, always with thanks. These were some of the better scenarios of how the meeting might go. Sometimes on his way to Stalin’s offices, Beria would stop off at the GUM department store, opposite the Kremlin walls in Red Square. There, he’d be shown into a private room where his usual Georgian vodka would be ready on ice, along with some Beluga caviar. This time he obeyed the call of his master.


He was ushered immediately into Stalin’s offices and found the leader sitting at his desk. Beria tried to see what he was looking at, but the general secretary’s eyes were dead. Expressionless. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking. His entire face was like a death mask. It moved only when he spoke, and then his lips barely enunciated the words.


Beria sat and pondered Stalin as though Medusa the Gorgon were on the opposite side of the desk, waiting on his master to acknowledge his presence. Yet Stalin sat reading, making notes. Then he looked up and out the window, staring around the room, looking through Beria, not at him, as though he were invisible. Did ten minutes pass or an hour?


Beria surreptitiously glanced through the window at the onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral. It gave him comfort. Not because of any sentimentality for his Russian Orthodox upbringing but, rather, because of his latest stratagem. He’d spent many weeks going over maps of Palestine and the entire area of Arabia, reading the documents of the Jews and Arabs who lived there and the details of the British mandate that enabled the effete government in London to rule the region.


In his readings and study, he’d been surprised to learn that the very church just across the way, the church on the grounds of the Red Square and others in the center of Moscow, were viewed by the Russian priesthood as the equivalent of the holy city of Jerusalem. They even believed that St. Basil’s Cathedral was the very Temple of Solomon itself. This seemed an odd idea. Did these idiot priests have any idea just how far the sun-drenched white stone of Jerusalem was from freezing soil and the iron sky of a wintry Moscow? How much would the stupid Muscovite priests, still faithful to the god banished from Russia by Marx, love to be part of a global plan where Moscow would become the new Jerusalem?


Eventually, waiting for Stalin to acknowledge his presence in the office became too much and Beria coughed apologetically. It was a cautious cough, not enough to be heard but enough to make a disturbance in the funereal quiet of Stalin’s office.


Suddenly aware of the disturbance, Stalin stopped writing and looked slowly up at Beria, sitting opposite him across the desk. “Good afternoon, Lavrentiy Pavlovich. I’ve kept you waiting. I had to finish this communication. Now, you wanted to see me.”


Beria swallowed, though Stalin’s forgetfulness and confusion were not unusual. The general secretary had summoned him, but in the half hour it had taken him to arrive, Stalin had forgotten the reason he’d sent for Beria, or seemingly that he’d summoned him at all. Beria made no indication of this and pressed ahead.


“Comrade Chairman, if you remember, you and I had previously discussed the use of Jewish operatives in Palestine. To this end I have begun the process and brought in the potentials. As of yesterday, I am delighted to inform you that the last Jewish spy to be trained has just been put into place. She’s a very young woman, little more than a girl, but utterly brilliant. A real asset. Once she is trained, Operation Outgrowth can begin.”


“What?”


Surely he remembered. It had been discussed last week. Beria spoke again. “Operation Outgrowth. The plan that you approved yourself last year. We’ve been searching for the right personnel, and during this year we’ve identified them. Now we’ve drawn them together. Twelve of them in total. Like Jesus’ disciples. All young Jews, utterly loyal to Mother Russia, but gifted in the language and cultural knowledge of the Jews.”


Stalin continued to stare at Beria, who found the heat in the room overwhelming and began to sweat. Was it all going wrong? Why didn’t Stalin react? Stalin’s face was still a mask. Beria couldn’t tell whether or not he understood, or agreed, or was about to explode with rage.


Nervously, Beria continued. “Allow me to detail the context for your approval. You suggested that as the war against the Nazis was at last turning in our favor, it was time to look beyond the boundaries of the glorious Soviet motherland and think of a new Europe without the boundaries that were in place before the madman Hitler’s adventure. We know, when Germany is defeated, that we might absorb Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and the petty principalities of Bosnia, Herzegovina, Albania, Romania, and so on. But there is also the matter of our navy . . .”


Beria looked at Stalin expectantly, but the chairman’s face remained like granite. Did he understand? Did he remember? It was impossible to read Stalin’s mind. He might be forgetful—except where his enemies were concerned—but he was also cunning and guileful and so deadly dangerous.


Again Beria swallowed before speaking. “Might I respectfully remind you, Comrade General Secretary, about the outcome of the Moscow Conference that we’ve just concluded. This did more than agree on an allied pact against the Nazis. Britain’s Anthony Eden, the American Cordell Hull, and our own Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov all agreed on ways to bring this war to a just and glorious conclusion. We must also prepare for the disposition of the world after Hitler and his fascists are destroyed and become a footnote in Russia’s long and glorious history.


“The British and Americans think they’ll be able to acquire territory, so we must be prepared to expand before them. In this, you believed it was the sands of Persia, Arabia, and the oil that lies beneath that should be our focus. But you also thought much further; it was your idea to create a permanent base for our Soviet navy in the warm waters of the eastern Mediterranean.”


He hoped the phrase would alert Stalin’s memory. He waited for some response, but Stalin continued to stare at him. He wondered whether the man had fallen asleep with his eyes open, knowing that Stalin slept one or two hours a night and catnapped during the day.


Beria persisted. “So that we can remove our navy permanently from the Black Sea and base it in the open waters of the Mediterranean . . . so that we’re never again bottled in by Turkey.”


Stalin didn’t blink, frown, or move a muscle of his face. For Beria, it was like talking to a brick wall.
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