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About the Book

When Ida arrived in the new place and saw the hot sun broken over the mountain’s crust and the sky above it an impossible ravaged blue, she felt that she had been dead up until that moment. Her real life was about to begin . . .

Palestine 1921. A band of young Jewish pioneers sets out to realise a dream, the founding of a settlement on a patch of land that would, twenty-five years later, become Israel. Ida is fleeing Russia and the persecution which led to her father’s death. David, the group’s charismatic leader, hopes to wash away the shame and violence of his recent past, and Hannah struggles with her role as a wife in a community that takes nothing for granted when it comes to motherhood.

The valley offers none of them the clean break they had hoped for, and indeed is already home to people the pioneers only poorly understand. In her first novel since the Booker longlisted Far to Go, Alison Pick takes us to a lost time and place that vividly haunts our present day. Writing with exquisite control, she leads us inside the minds of three extraordinary characters to reveal how, despite flashes of love and hope, hardship, human frailty and the lure of confrontation allow the unthinkable to happen, even in a brave new world.


For Eric


 



And surely your blood of your lives will I require; at the hand of every beast will I require it, and at the hand of man; at the hand of every man’s brother will I require the life of man.

—Genesis 9:5







Spilled blood is not the roots of trees but it’s the closest thing to roots we have.

—Yehuda Amichai






This story begins with a lie.

I killed myself. That’s what they said. They made me pay with that particular shame. When our descendants spoke of me, I was not named but instead called “the suicide,” or sometimes “the first suicide.” A cautionary tale.

Committing suicide meant no burial, no mourning rites. No Kaddish, no winding sheets, no shiva. No final consolations, just as, for me, there had been no daughterhood or motherhood, no group of people who could stand in for the family I never had. Alone in death as I had been in life.

Back then, to kill yourself was a sin. It brought great disgrace. Which, of course, is what they wanted. Well. Maybe I deserved it after all the damage I had done.

We lived that whole year pushed up against death—illness, accident, things more sinister still. There was a gun, and we argued over it like the children that we were—who could touch it, who could hold it, who would be the first to discharge the verdict of its bullets. The first time I saw it I knew, somehow, that it would be the instrument of my death. I could not have guessed the story that would come first.

Now I am dead and that story is all I know.

I revisit it, questioning my judgment, my motivation. And mostly, I am graced now with compassion for myself I did not have in life. I understand why I did what I did, and why I sometimes kept silent. I can forgive my mistakes.

Still, it is small consolation to be alone in forgiving oneself; I would like for you to understand me too.

What does a ghost want? Redemption. To tell her story. And you are the ones I have chosen to tell. You are my own chosen people.

Now that I have been snipped free from linear time I can drift back and forth as I wish. Far in the future lies the terrible bloom of what we planted. It is your bloom now. The future is a tangle I prefer not to visit.

Instead, I go backward as ghosts love to do. I want to take you with me, to that first year when we were living only for each moment, and each moment contained the whole of time, a kind of perpetual present that we grew to take for granted. That first year, when the swamps were drained, when the land was readied and the fields were sewn, when the crops first faltered and then thrived. The year when, despite our failures, something bigger grew up all around us. How proud we were. How satisfied. How could we have known what was coming?

When the story of the first year is told—and it is, in poems and songs and books—our descendants gloss over the sickness, the long months of near starvation, the mix of Jews and Arabs whose backs they stood upon. Is truth revealed over time? In your time? I wish I could say so. But nobody knows the full scope of what happened—to all of us. And to me. I wish it didn’t matter, but my honour is at stake.

I would like my truth to stand so my name might be spoken, if not in the hushed tones of reverence given to the founding members, then at least with respect. I did my best. I came up short. Can any of you claim otherwise?


PART ONE

[image: image]

Ida


CHAPTER 1

WHEN IDA ARRIVED IN the new place and saw the hot sun broken over the mountain’s crust and the sky above it an impossible ravaged blue, she felt that she had been dead up until that moment. Her real life was about to begin.

If she could have seen what was coming she might have felt differently. But only I could see it. And of course I couldn’t tell her.

Ahead of her was a scraggly line of settlers, halutzim, winding its way toward the mountain.

“Smotri,” someone said in Russian.

“Was?” someone else asked in German.

“Speak Hebrew!” a third halutz reminded them. This was the rule, along with equality, shared property, and communal living. It was 1921 . . . 5681, Ida corrected herself; she must force herself to use the Hebrew year, not the secular one. Theirs would be the first generation in two thousand years to raise children in the language pulled from the ashes of history. Still, when the halutz behind Ida muttered a curse, it was in Yiddish.

The line slowed; something was happening up ahead. Ida stopped, and someone bumped into her back. She turned, and the man blushed. He looked like he had stepped directly out of a Zionist recruitment poster. The peaked worker’s cap. The loose white singlet. He was already tanned, as though he had spent many hours labouring under Eretz Yisrael’s relentless sun.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was dreaming.”

Ida shrugged.

The man considered her, a half-smile on his smooth face. “All the deeds of men are dreams at first, and become dreams at the end.”

“Quoting Herzl,” Ida said, and laughed. “I feel like I know you already.”

“Levi,” he said. “You do.”

She touched her ear.

“Shabbat Shalom,” he said.

“Is it Friday?” she asked.

“Saturday,” he said.

And at this, Ida knew that she and Levi came from the same kind of homes: religious fathers with beards and tefillim. Cholent on the stove so their mothers would not have to cook—to work—on the Sabbath. But Ida was also thinking of Levi’s bravery at admitting his religious observance. The new kibbutz would be secular. Another rule.

Levi took his cap off and stuffed it in his back pocket, revealing straight chocolate-brown hair, a cropped cut that was growing out and stood up from his head at all angles. Without his hat, she saw he was not a man but a boy. Eighteen or nineteen. Not twenty. His eyes were green. He peered at her, as though looking for something.

“Your eyes are green,” he said.

Nobody ever mentioned her eyes, so hidden behind her glasses. Ida laughed again.

“What’s funny?”

“I was noticing the same about you.”

Levi’s face split into a grin; she saw his front tooth was chipped.

“We have something in common,” he said.

“We have several things in common,” Ida said, and returned his smile. Here they were, she thought, in this remote land of Palestine, far from their homes and families. They had left their lives as they knew them to turn the Balfour Declaration, and the idea of a homeland for the Jews, into truth. They were strangers with the same dream. Ida was a mild girl who had never felt strongly about an idea in her life. But this was the thing: Zionism was not just an idea. It was something that was happening, now and now and now. It was something she could make happen.

And after what had been done to her father, she had no other choice.

Somebody sneezed; somebody blessed them. A single tuft of cloud changed shape against the wide blue sky. The arid land went on forever, with only an occasional scrabbly shrub or struggling tuft of grass. The air smelled of baked mud and sweat and a dense kind of emptiness. The mosquitoes clotted in clouds, and beside her Levi swatted the air in front of his face.

“There must be a word for this many bugs,” she said.

“A plague?”

“Next the cows will die.”

They laughed; there were no cows—not yet—only the two spindly donkeys the Agency had given them.

“And the firstborn sons.”

“There are so many men . . .” Ida gestured at the line ahead of them. Then she wished she hadn’t said this.

“Four for every woman.”

But Levi, too, looked like he had said the wrong thing.

“I don’t know anyone,” he added, gesturing at the halutzim in hobnail boots and kerchiefs.

“You know me,” she said. And she reached over and touched his shoulder.

She was astonished by her response to this boy. He was pulling something out of her she had not known existed.

The sun beat down like a lunatic.

“It’s so hot,” Ida said. Sweat on her forehead, on her cheeks under her glasses, trickling down between her breasts. Levi fumbled in his canvas pack, then came out with a battered canteen.

“Here,” he said, holding it out to her, a circle of hammered metal with a nozzle attached to the top. She looked at it in his hand. It had taken on, magically, the properties of something more than a water container, of something of great symbolic weight.

She froze, her hands against her shoulders beneath the straps of her own pack, so Levi was forced to ask, “Would you like a drink?”

A flush rose up his face. Ida knew he was asking if he could give her something, and he was also asking if he could take something. The answer came from some unknown depth inside her, rising like a bubble.

“Yes,” she said.

He repeated the word, as if to underline it. “Yes.”

Several long moments passed. Then he smiled, and the small chip in his front tooth extracted a tenderness from her that made her gut wrench. She wanted to get closer to him.

Levi was still holding out the bottle; she reached for it. The hammered tin was not cool, but it was cooler than the air. Their hands didn’t touch, but they both rested on the canteen, scarcely any space between their fingertips.

When Ida drank, the water tasted sharp, metallic.

Later, she would think back to this moment. She hadn’t longed for him unrequited. She hadn’t wished for him, and then had her wish granted. Instead, he had arrived fully formed, filling a hole inside her she had been entirely unaware of. At the same time that her desire had arisen, its fulfillment was provided.

Later, it was her own blissful ignorance she would grieve for. She didn’t yet know what damage love could wreak.

“Stop!” a voice shouted in Russian, the language most of them spoke despite the Hebrew they were rapidly trying to learn.

“Says who?” someone shouted back.

“Danger up ahead,” said someone else.

Several other voices began to sing “Hatikvah,” but the song petered out after the first two or three lines. Ida pushed her glasses up on her nose, straining to see what was happening. They were passing the homes of the Arab tenant farmers, a village of perhaps twenty families. The Arabs had come out of their houses and were gaping at the line of halutzim inching through the valley. Soon, the line stopped and two figures stepped forward. The first, the village mukhtar, wore his white jalabiya with the traditional black and white checked keffiyeh on his head. David, the halutzim’s leader, was dressed in a simple settler’s costume of a loose white shirt and short pants. The two men faced each other like kings on a chessboard.

The day was perfectly still, and Ida and Levi, near the back of the procession, could hear every word the others said.

“Salam!” David raised his hand. “The Hebrew tribe is here to settle this valley.”

There was a long moment, and the old Arab nodded. It could have been acceptance, or a challenge: We’ll see about that.

A hawk cried out from Mount Gilboa. The light changed, and Ida saw a scar bisecting the old man’s cheek. The kind of scar that only a knife could have inflicted.

Behind him, his people had gathered. Ida spotted a young mother about her own age, maybe eighteen, with a gaggle of children clinging to her. Ida was toward the rear of her own group, but the woman stood on her tiptoes, as though looking for Ida specifically; as though she had been waiting for her. Her eyes, now locked on Ida’s, were bright green in her hijab. The same colour as Levi’s, and close to Ida’s own. Something passed between the two women, a shiver of energy. Ida felt a tingling at the base of her spine, a cool breath against the back of her neck.

Ida briefly thought to point the woman out to Levi, but something made her change her mind. At the front of the line, the two leaders had lowered their voices, bending toward each other like wrestlers squaring off. Their negotiation went on for some time. After a while the halutzim around Ida lost interest and talked among themselves.

“You can’t trust an Arab,” one said.

“We’re all sons of Abraham,” came the answer.

“I myself am a daughter of Rebecca,” a girl’s voice said, indignant.

“Didn’t you hear about the Nebi Musa attacks?” the first speaker asked. But they had all heard about the killings.

“No different from the Cossacks,” someone said.

“Arabs were killed too,” Levi said to the group, but this was ignored.

Ida did not want to think about murders—she had come here to get away from that—and she began to step away from the conversation. But just as she did there was movement, an uptake of dust. The line began to straggle forward again, followed by the wagons loaded with gardening supplies, canvas, barbed wire, water barrels. Ida glanced back at the provisions. Where was the food? It was high noon. She was hot and thirsty. They were all hot and thirsty. She thought about the clandestine meetings in the back of the bakery at home, all the fundraising, the scheming to get here to Eretz Yisrael. Had anyone addressed the question of what they would eat?

Still, she was here, and she did not take it for granted. She had been living out of her trunk in the port of Jaffa this past month, in Mother Lobinsky’s boarding house. Longing for her mother, for little Eva, to be able to tell them she had arrived and would do her father justice. She had the feeling that she was experiencing something monumental, but having nobody to share it diminished it. Now here was Levi. The person she could talk to.

Ida opened her mouth to tell him this, and with a sharp intake of breath she swallowed a mosquito. She covered her mouth, trying not to draw attention to herself. The more she tried to stifle the coughing, the louder the sounds that came out of her.

“Are you okay? Do you want me to hit your back?” Levi asked.

Ida shook her head no. She stepped out of line and bent over, trying to clear her throat. The bug seemed to be blocking her airway entirely. She had the sudden thought that she might choke to death; that all the toil and hardship to get herself to Eretz Yisrael, all the long Youth Movement meetings, the raising of kopeks, the departure from Eva and her mother at their time of greatest need, would only result in her limp body, lifeless on the earth. But finally she expelled the bug; the coughing slowly ceased. She straightened and wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. Then she rejoined the procession beside Levi, as though she belonged there.

Mount Gilboa loomed ahead of them. They could see the northern side of the spring where they were headed. A single quinine tree, the sun blazing behind it, casting a shallow pool of shade. How could she have known then that quinine would come to mean the line between life and death, between birth and not existing at all?

The Jewish community should have known after the Kishinev pogroms in 1903, when they were accused of killing a Christian child and using his blood to bake matzah. The blood libel meant hundreds of Jews were killed or wounded in retaliation. They should have known, Ida’s mother had said, after Bialystok in 1906, when first marauders and then the Czarist army itself filled their bodies with bullets and ruined their homes. But there is a moment when an idea becomes more than itself, when the balance tips away from the theoretical and toward lived experience, and this must happen in its own time. Ida had grown up feeling passionate about Zionism the way one feels passionate about an unreachable goal. Precisely because of its unattainability, you long for it, never expecting it to be fulfilled. And then the pogrom in her own town happened, in Kiev, and Eretz Yisrael turned from an idea into a necessity. Something they must do if they were to survive as a people. As Herzl had long been saying, the Jews would not be safe until they had somewhere to live in peace.

For her father, it had been too late.

“It’s a new life,” she had tried to tell him, and he had answered, “What do old people need with a new life?”

He reminded her that Mashiach had not appeared, as it was written, to lead them back to the Holy Land.

Still, he hadn’t liked the way things were going, being told where a Jew could live, that he needed a permit, that false papers were prudent, and after Kishinev . . .

Her father had owned a store that was attached to their home. He sold buttons, needles and thimbles, bolts of fabric, nails and screws, jars of peppermint, shoe polish, floor polish, ribbon and string. He had been sitting behind the cash register in the storefront. It was Friday, late morning. Ida sometimes took her reading out to keep him company; they were working in amiable silence when they heard a sound down the street. Shouting. One voice, distinct, then more voices, individual at first and then joining together into a single stream of sound. Her father’s eyes looked over at her from above his white beard. There was a quizzical expression on his face, like he had just heard the call of an animal that belonged in another season. It was that look Ida remembered, the one of innocent confusion. The other looks she tried to forget.

At night now, though, when she tried to fall asleep, the scene replayed on the backs of her eyes. The sound had been a mob of people looting the grocers’. It made its way down the street; everyone knew which were the Jewish stores. Ida saw men; she saw that they had been drinking. She saw, in the middle of the group, the father of Katya from school.

It was he who swung the bat at the window. The lines spread out on the glass and hung there, suspended, like a beautiful design etched into the frost. Time stopped, if only for a moment. Then all at once the whole wall fell, the shattering of the glass making a sound that filled everything, and the front of the building was open and exposed, like a dollhouse.

The men were holding pieces of jagged wood, and broken chairs, and one a rusty saw. There was a moment when they seemed to pause, the place where the glass had been still holding the memory of the barrier. And then it filled with people.

Immediately, her father was knocked to the ground. A ring of men encircled him, kicking with their boots. Katya’s father—Ida knew him as mild mannered and boring—had been at the centre of the group.

“Die, pig!” someone shouted.

Eva, thank God, had been at school.

Ida saw—could still see, despite how she tried not to—the bats rising and falling. Behind the counter, several of the lesser hooligans were sweeping the shelves with the sides of their forearms, pushing goods into open burlap sacks. Her mother must have heard the noise; she came out from the rear room, her hair tied back in a kerchief with wisps of grey escaping around her face. She had been polishing the Sabbath candlesticks, and held one in each hand like a pair of exclamation points. They had belonged to Ida’s great-great-great maternal grandmother, and had been passed down generations of women—all the way back, Ida sometimes imagined, from the Matriarch Sarah in the tent of Abraham.

There was a glass armoire at the back of the store where they kept their Seder plate, their kiddish cup; Ida’s mother had been coming to put the polished candlesticks back in their place beside the other heirlooms. But Ida caught her mother’s eye; they each saw, at the same time, a man with gold rings and a goatee noticing the shelf. While he turned toward it, her mother thrust the candlesticks at Ida, and Ida thrust them into a carton of old rags her father had used to polish his faucets and doorknobs. She shoved the crate under the counter with the toe of her shoe. She looked at her mother, who gestured at Ida with her chin. Ida dropped to her knees, briefly unnoticed in the chaos, and crawled under the counter as well.

When everything was over, she and the candlesticks were the only things that had been spared.

Another knot of men had noticed her mother; Ida watched their boots as they swarmed around her. Her mother had come out to the store through a small door that led to the rest of the house. She was pushed back through that entrance; Ida heard a slam. She never asked what had happened behind those doors. But after, her mother wanted her to go to Eretz Yisrael. Now. As quickly as possible. Theory had turned to reality in her mind too.

She and Eva would join Ida when they were able, her mother said. But even then, Ida knew this might be never. She knew she had to make good on her family’s behalf.

She thought of her mother as she walked beside Levi. Had her own mother strolled beside Ida’s father like this when they had met as children in the synagogue? Had her mother felt, as a teenager, what Ida was feeling now? The dizzying certainty that her life was about to change? The day grew, impossibly, hotter, the clouds of mosquitoes thicker. She arranged the brim of her hat to try and keep the bugs away. Some of the halutzim had netting over their faces, and pieces of cloth at their necks to protect them from the sun. Ida had nothing in her backpack save for a clean pair of underwear, a sweater that she would clearly never need in this blistering heat, and her mother’s beloved Sabbath candlesticks. They had been a parting gift, laden with love and crippling responsibility. Eva had watched wide-eyed as their mother gave them to Ida, like she was witnessing a Torah scroll being passed from one great Rabbi to another.

The dusty earth gave way to marshes, and the stink of mud filled her nostrils. The pioneers’ sandals squelched; every few steps someone lost one altogether and the procession had to halt while the shoe was fished out of the muck. Soon the sandals were abandoned, and the halutzim with long trousers pulled the fabric up over their knees. Some of the men took their trousers off entirely and navigated the marsh in their bare legs and underclothes. Ida tried not to look at the curved backsides ahead of her, the buttocks visible through the thin white cotton underthings.

Levi kept his pants on, for which she was grateful.

The men jostled each other.

“Better here than frozen Siberia,” she heard one say to another.

“Or Uganda,” someone else laughed. “Can you believe they tried to give us Uganda?”

“At least the Turks let us land!”

“My cousins have gone to America. They say it’s the future.”

Someone coughed. “Wherever a Jew goes, he is on his way to the Holy Land.”

“Rabbi Nachman was just an old Hassid.”

Ida knew there was no greater insult among the Jews of tomorrow.

The slope of the hill grew steeper and returned from marsh back to parched earth, a thousand tiny lines criss-crossing its back. Again, the line slowed and stopped: first the skinny donkeys; then the wagons loaded down with hoes and rakes, burlap, jars of seed, scythes. Then the halutzim themselves.

“The foot of Mount Gilboa,” Levi said, gesturing at what lay ahead. “The Spring of Harod.”

The light in the sky was blinding, no clouds, no shadows. A terrifying clarity, Ida thought.

“And now, we will lap,” she answered.

She was referring to the Biblical passage in Judges where Gideon’s men were chosen by a divinely prescribed test.

As those around her set down packs and baskets, removed shoes and rubbed sore feet, Ida took off her glasses and wiped the sweat from her face with the back of her arm. She unbuckled her sandal and pushed tentatively with her fingertip at a blister bulging on her heel. The liquid moved around inside it.

Some of the pioneers moved toward the stream to drink but David called out to them, “Wait.”

As though they were one collective body—as though this great goal had already been accomplished—the young people turned their heads in unison. Their leader climbed onto the back of one of the wagons, onto a heap of folded canvas. His hair was black with tight curls. Ida could see how fair his skin was, imagined how it would burn and peel and burn again. He stood, unmoving, his hands loose at his sides, waiting until the group was silent. When they were all facing him, he lifted his palms to the heavens. “Today is yom ha aliya ha karka. The day of the ascent to the land.”

David did not raise his voice. His tone was calm and measured. As though he was their host—as though the standoff with the Arabs had never happened—he welcomed them with his blessing. “Beruchim haba’im.”

And then he said, “I don’t believe we are God’s chosen people.”

Someone behind Ida whispered, “I’ve been reading Klatzkin too.”

“On nationalism,” she heard someone else reply. “Land and language are the critical ingredients of nationhood. Forget religion!”

But Ida felt the blasphemy implicit in David’s words, felt her body tighten against them. What else was a Jew if not chosen?

She imagined she could feel Levi tense beside her, too.

“I don’t believe we are God’s chosen ones,” David said. “But I do believe we have been called here. It is up to us to make the dream of Zionist Socialism a reality. We have been summoned to create a new world based on justice, equality, and action.”

His speech sounded polished, practised; his head was bare under God’s judgment. He touched the slight bump at the top of his nose.

Ida craned her neck. To David’s left, sitting with her legs dangling off the back of the wagon, was a woman. Brown wavy hair and freckles; thin arms and small, apple-like breasts. There was a child on her lap, a black-haired girl, younger than Eva but with something about her that reminded Ida of her sister. The child clutched a doll that was nothing more than a pillow with eyes drawn on it and a scrap of black material attached to the head. She whispered into the place where the doll’s ear would have been, holding it up to her own ear to hear its answer. She made a face of astonishment, then held it up again so the doll could whisper the same thing into her mother’s ear. Her mother smiled, and put a finger up to her lips. She would keep the girl’s secret, and the doll’s.

Ida looked around at the barren rockscape, the vast sky. To have a doll in this emptiness must feel like a miracle to the girl. Something rare and precious in a place where they had almost nothing.

David was rhapsodizing about Gideon’s spring, gesturing to it expansively, sweeping his hand like he was casting a spell. The spring looked small to Ida, and muddy. A large rock blocked the place where it exited the mountain. But David extracted a bent and creased leather-bound notebook from his back pocket, and a stubby pencil from over his ear.

“You know this passage,” he said to the group, magnanimous. He raised the book in front of his face, cleared his throat, and began to read from Judges. When he finished, he said, “You are the three hundred who will accomplish this task. We are the three hundred.”

Ida knew that there were, in fact, seventy-five of them. Two companies of the Work Brigade: one had come from Judea where they had built railway tracks from Petah Tikva, the first Jewish moshava in Ottoman Palestine, the other from the Galilee where they had been paving a road. But she took David’s point. Her new life was coming into view, in the same way that Eretz Yisrael itself had appeared to her from the boat on the horizon, bit by bit, vague and clouded, then suddenly, all at once, there: the beach, the silhouette of the new city of Tel Aviv, the Gymnasia Herzlia, the wide-trousered boatman swarming over the deck of the ship—speaking Turkish? Arabic?—grabbing bags indiscriminately and ferrying them to shore.

She once again had the almost violent feeling that life as she had known it was over.

She saw, in her mind’s eye, the settlement they would build. She saw workers in the field and cooks in the kitchen and mechanics in the machine shed. She saw a nursery full of babies. Perhaps even one of her own.

She looked at Levi, trying to catch his eye, but he had replaced his workers’ cap and was watching David, rapt. There was a confidence to David that she could see Levi wanted to get close to. He, like her and all of the others, had grown up with blue tin boxes to raise the kopeks needed to buy this land. They had grown up with framed portraits of Theodor Herzl in their dining rooms, his great beard and moustache presiding over every Sabbath meal. They had grown up at clandestine Youth Movement gatherings in the back rooms of grocery stores and gymnasiums, quoting Tolstoy and A.D. Gordon, debating the best way to take Eretz Yisrael. But while they had dreams, David had done it. He had immigrated to this land in the Second Aliyah, in 1910; he had helped establish the moshava at Kinneret, planting eucalyptus trees along the muddy banks, negotiating with the fellaheen. Ida heard he had travelled the entire length of Eretz Yisrael on horseback, meeting the Arabs in every tent and marketplace, learning their various customs so as to help in the purchase of land.

While the rest of this group had been back in Poland and Russia, debating and discussing, David had claimed this place as his home.

“In a year from now,” David was saying, “we will eat bread we baked here ourselves, and vegetables grown in our own fields. We will celebrate May Day, the holiday of the worker, together under the roof of our community house.”

He pulled at his chin, a gesture a man with a beard might make, although David had none.

“The work will be gruelling,” he continued. “But with each small task you will be completing something larger. We will be completing something larger,” he corrected himself. “Something unprecedented in the history of the Jews.”

Behind Ida, someone whispered, “Either that or we’ll starve.”

“We will seize the moment,” David said.

To what end remained to be seen.

The first task was to dig security trenches and put up barbed wire. They wouldn’t sleep before it was done; the Arab village was close and there could be no taking chances.

Ida had heard a rumour that this first camp would be temporary. They would start here, but later they would seize the Arab houses and move up higher on the hill. The Agency, she had heard, had purchased this land from a mortgage holder in Beirut, who had promised that when it was time the Arabs would go easily. But Ida wondered about this. Why would they go? Wasn’t this their home too?

The halutzim fell asleep, finally, when the barbed wire had been erected, in a haphazard pile of bodies, their bedrolls laid directly on the earth. No roof above them. A thousand stars sparkling in welcome. Or so it seemed to those who wanted to see it that way.

In the morning, before dawn, Ida gathered with the others at the base of the mountain, rubbing her eyes. Everyone’s clothes, which they had slept in, were crusted in dirt and sweat. Ida was glad when she recognized someone from home, a girl she knew from the meetings, just a little. A beautiful outspoken girl with wide eyes and a body bent toward a fight. Sarah. Her hair was even curlier than Ida remembered, as though already the new land had lifted her, shaken her, and put her back down in a different form.

Sarah nodded to Ida, a brief acknowledgement. Her eyes were still half closed in sleep.

“I can’t stop yawning,” she said, covering her mouth with her fist.

Ida, too, had slept as though she was dead.

“Hello to you too,” Ida said, smiling.

“We made it,” Sarah said, conspiratorially.

“It feels like we’ve always been here,” Ida replied.

The sun was rising over the peak of the mountain. A dart of gold pierced the grey clouds, and the next moment the field was bathed in light, the tips of the marshy grasses shining with a dewy glow.

“Look,” Ida said, gesturing with her elbow.

Sarah nodded, only mildly impressed. Already, Ida thought, they were beginning to take the beauty for granted.

Breakfast was gruel. There was no other word for it. Some unlucky schmuck had been awake for hours, building a fire, boiling water, muscling a wooden spoon through a massive vat. There was no honey to go with it, only a few figs. Ida ate hers hurriedly, as though someone else might take her portion, someone more deserving. It was true that the men were bigger and required more calories to sustain them. But here equality reigned.

From the direction of the cooking fire came snippets of talk.

“The Baron Rothschild . . .” someone began, but was interrupted. “Where is the good baron now?”

After breakfast, shovels were passed out, and the group set to work clearing the earth. Before they could plough, or plant their crops, they needed to remove a million stones. Stones of all sizes, from pebbles to massive boulders. This would take days, Ida saw. Weeks. She didn’t let herself think beyond that.

Without speaking, Ida and Sarah formed a team and worked beside each other for several hours, until the mist had burned away entirely and the sun baked the last of the dew into dryness. Heat rose in waves off the earth. For lunch there was a tiny ration of pita and a handful of olives they devoured instantly, without tasting them. Ida shook the pits in her palm like dice.

In the evening, it was not David but his wife Hannah who climbed up onto the back of the wagon. She bent at the waist to hoist herself up, showing her ample behind, but there were no murmurs from the men; women would not be objectified in the new society. Hannah, like David, had arrived in the Second Aliyah, which meant the halutzim instantly respected her.

In the group behind Ida, somebody began to recite one of Bialik’s poems.

“All the word is a slaughtering-block / And I’m just one more Jew.”

Somebody else corrected the first speaker’s Hebrew.

Hannah smiled at the young halutzim; one by one they smiled back, like a row of lamps being lit along a city avenue. The things Hannah told them were about the proper way to scrape one’s tin plate before depositing it at the washing basin; where to put food scraps so the jackals wouldn’t get at them. She and David had been at Kinneret, she said, the precursor to this new big kibbutz, and knew how daily details of communal life could inform the greater project. The historic speeches fell to David; Hannah was left with the logistics.

“Some of you have valuables,” she was saying. “Let’s collect these so they can best serve us all.”

Her language suggested this thought had just occurred to her now, or that it had occurred to them collectively and she was simply the mouthpiece for the group. Hannah looked into the crowd spread out cross-legged on the earth. “You,” she said, pointing to a peevish-looking man wearing lederhosen.

Lederhosen! thought Ida. In the heat!

“And you,” she said, pointing to someone Ida could not see through the jumble of backs and heads.

“Could you please be responsible for the gathering of people’s valuables?” Hannah asked.

But then a look crossed Hannah’s face; she was reconsidering. “Perhaps it’s more efficient to have everyone deliver the items themselves,” she said, less decisively.

Hannah, Ida could see, did not want to appear to be an authority figure. To set the correct tone, the belongings needed to be surrendered willingly, enthusiastic offerings to the enterprise they were building together. She did not want strangers circulating like policemen to take each other’s belongings. Especially not after what so many of them had been through in Czarist Russia.

Hannah was, Ida thought, the perfect replacement mother for all the real mothers they had left back home. How old was she? Maybe twenty-eight. But she would gather them all up in her wide lap; she would rub their backs and sing them to sleep.

“Before noon tomorrow,” Hannah said, “please bring your valuables up to the wagon.”

She smiled out at her husband, who held their little daughter in his lap. The perfect family—and Ida thought: maybe I can have that too. Maybe it’s really within reach.

A slip of a moon was making itself visible in the east. The promise of night was like silk, or cool water. It made Ida want to lie down. She wanted to rest in someone’s arms, to have someone—Levi?—push the hair from her face and kiss the line of her collarbones all the way to the base of her throat. She was overcome with melancholy and this hurt and pleased her in equal measure; she longed for something she had never had, and could not properly imagine, and yet a space inside her was calling out for it plaintively.

She saw again the railing of the ship pushing off from the dock in Russia; she saw her old life retreating not just symbolically but literally. Yes. It was gone.

“I have a pair of dirty socks,” Sarah said beside her.

Ida turned, blank.

“I have nothing valuable from home,” Sarah clarified.

“Oh. Neither do I,” Ida said absently. But as she leaned back into her satchel she felt one of her mother’s candlesticks dig into her low back.

She swallowed.

Surely candlesticks did not count. What good could they be to the group?

What good indeed. They could be sold.

The stars began to show their faces.

“Does someone tell us where we sleep?” Sarah asked.

But Ida didn’t register that the question was directed at her. The full complexity of her dilemma was slowing dawning on her.

“Should we find a tent?” Sarah asked more pointedly.

“Oh! Yes,” Ida answered. She pushed the candlesticks from her mind. Sarah wanted to be her friend.

Hannah’s speech was over, and so they hoisted their things onto their backs and went out into the field to stake their ground. While Ida and Sarah and their group had been clearing stones, a second contingent of workers had raised the tents. These were simply designed, a pole in the centre, each sheet of white canvas raised into a single peak. Their crisp triangles looked like sailboats spread across a vast sea.

The girls chose one near the outside of the circumference of the rough circle. “For privacy,” Ida said.

Sarah laughed. “You’re in the wrong place.”

Inside, two straw mats had been laid down along with two rough wool blankets from the Agency. One had been eaten through by moths. Ida took the holey one and gave Sarah the other. They set to work unpacking their few belongings. It was extraordinarily hot inside the canvas tent. Still, Ida felt pleasure in the making of a home.

“It’s like playing house,” she said. She was thinking of her family preparing for the evening meal.

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a child?” Sarah asked.

Ida nodded. “I miss my mother,” she said, tentatively, testing whether she could trust Sarah with her feelings.

The other girl was examining a fingernail. She looked up. “I never had a mother,” she said.

“Everyone had a mother,” Ida answered, too quickly.

“Mine died,” Sarah said. “Giving birth to me.”

Ida could not think what to say, so she ventured, “My father died. In a pogrom.”

Sarah gave her a sympathetic look, but said only, “Here, give me a hand.”

They tied back the heavy tent flap to let some air in.

Later, after they had hung the lamp and lit it, Sarah wandered out into the evening. From where I am now I watch her go. There is something she is drawn to, something unnamed that she cannot resist. She doesn’t know what it is. But I know; oh, I know. And I wish it were otherwise.

Sarah left and Ida was alone. The silence felt alive, animated. Her inner world was palpable again, like a spotlight illuminating a dark corner. She had been surrounded by people every moment for days now, and had forgotten herself.

The life of the group, she saw, was not designed for introspection.

She lowered herself gingerly onto her straw mat, wincing, her thighs and buttocks sore after the long hike to the mountain and the first day’s labour. She felt around in the bottom of her bag where she had left her candlesticks. She drew them out, ran her fingers over the elaborate carving, the Hebrew inscription of the blessing. The dried wax from her last Shabbos at home was still crusted in rivulets. She pictured her mother, gathering the light around her head, and reciting the bracha. She knew, without having to ask, that the prayer—that any prayer—had no place here on the new kibbutz. But she heard again Levi’s Sabbath greeting, his refusal to forsake his own truth. She saw, in her mind’s eye, her father’s body in a pile on the perfectly polished floor.

There was a scratching at the tent flap. Someone wanted to enter, and Ida thought for a moment it must be Levi. He had heard her longing; he was coming for her. But when she looked up she saw someone else. He didn’t wait to be invited, but entered the tent as though it was his own. Which, in a way, she supposed it was.

She recognized this man from earlier: the black hair, the lederhosen. She thought again how unbearable they must be in this heat.

“I’m Ida,” she said, and her guest answered back German. “Grüsse.”

He didn’t offer his own name. In the lengthening shadows of the paraffin lamp, Ida saw that his skin was pale as milk. He had strange spots of pigment on his lips, as if God had marked him for some blasphemy he had let slip from his mouth. His eyes fell on the candlesticks that rested on top of her mattress. A long moment of silence passed between them.

“I was charged with collecting valuables,” the German said at last, sweeping his eyes up to meet her own.

They were to turn in their belongings themselves; Ida, along with everyone else, had heard Hannah say so. But there was something in this man’s tone that made Ida afraid to not comply.

“Thank you,” she said. “I was just finishing in here.”

She hoped this implied she would turn the candlesticks in later.

The German looked at her. “Those are beautiful pamotim,” he said, now using the Hebrew word. A mosquito buzzed around his head but he made no move to swat it away. “Valuable,” he said.

“I don’t think so,” she said, lying instinctively. But the German made a scoffing noise. For a long moment they held eyes.

“I know worth when I see it,” he said.

Something turned over in her stomach. The hairs on the back of her arms stood on end. She searched for something to say that would make him leave.

“Where are you off to next?” she asked finally.

He lifted his eyebrows.

“The future,” he said.

It was a strange answer, but Ida found she understood.

“Good evening, comrade,” he said, speaking again in German, and turned to leave. Ida watched his retreating back—he was tallish, his shoulders narrow. One of his blue suspenders was twisted. There was something vulnerable about it. Or rather, on someone else it would appear vulnerable, like a child who had attempted to dress himself, but on the German it appeared vaguely threatening—the elastic with its tight cinch.

Ida lay on her pallet for an hour trying to sleep. The rough Agency blanket chafed at her skin. Eventually she kicked it off, got up and went outside. The sky was full of stars, exquisitely sharp and covering every bit of the blackness. They did nothing to alleviate the heat. She walked slowly, winding her way between the tents. Here and there the young pioneers were laughing, stretching their sore muscles, lying on their backs looking up at the astral spectacle. A woman with a long braid was massaging a boy’s shoulder. Despite the temperature, someone had lit a bonfire to keep the mosquitoes away and a circle had gathered loosely around it, someone with a flute, someone else with another stringed instrument Ida could not identify. The fiddler had bright red hair and orange freckles.

The words of Rabbi Hillel floated up with the smoke, words turned into song:



Im ayn ani li, mi li?

If I am not for me, who will be?

And if not now, then when, then when!

Ay ma-tay!





Ida wove her way to the edge of the river. Several boys were dangling their feet in the cool mud at the edge of the water. One was eating a lemon, sucking the bitter juice straight from the rind; where had he found it? Her stomach growled. She bent to remove her shoes, thinking she would wade into the river, immerse herself entirely. An image came to her: her father going to the mikveh before synagogue. This river would be as sacred as any ritual bath. She wondered if Levi would see it this way as well.

But as she began to undo her buckles, she glimpsed the German out of the corner of her eye. He must have come here directly from her tent. He was a few metres away, where the mudflats extended into rushes. Ida smiled at him, raising her hand to the side of her face, but the German gazed beyond her toward the shadow of the mountain. His face remained impassive, as if he had never seen her before.

Ida squinted. She took off her glasses and rubbed the dirty lenses with her sleeve and put them back on. She recalled the sight of his back as he’d left her tent. His white shirt, the twist in his suspenders. The suspenders he had been wearing minutes before were blue, but these ones were red.

The next morning, work started early, before the sun rose. The blister on Ida’s foot had popped. She covered it in medical tape and heel-walked beside Sarah out to the field where they resumed the removal of boulders. They
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