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			FOREWORD

			Before I knew anything about the parachutists of 1944, before I read a single coded telegram, I knew them simply from their mysterious imprint on the landscape of the country where I live.

			A green road sign on a highway an hour from my home in Jerusalem, for example, displays what seems like a snippet of odd poetry: the Stem of Sereni. This is a community named for Enzo Sereni, born in Rome, one of the heroes of this story. On a different road farther north, a sign directs drivers to the Flames of Haviva. The woman who gave her name to this kibbutz was a radio operator with the British intelligence outfit MI9, though Haviva wasn’t the name she used behind enemy lines or the one she was born with.

			And above all there’s Hannah, who has not only a kibbutz named for her but also a forest and thirty-two streets. In Israel, this young woman is as famous as the ancient warrior Judah Maccabee. A few lines of verse she wrote in 1942, when she was twenty-one, are plausibly more familiar today than the words of the psalmists. More than one friend of mine remains traumatized by a school screening of the 1988 Hollywood film Hanna’s War, starring the gorgeous Maruschka Detmers in the title role and Donald Pleasence OBE as her sadistic interrogator. Not long ago, one of my children came home with a deck of patriotic Israeli playing cards, four of which presented a select pantheon of the nation’s greatest: Theodor Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism; Golda Meir, the only woman to become prime minister; the one-eyed general Moshe Dayan; and Hannah Senesh. An Israeli company manufactures Hannah figurines in a military skirt and tunic—one of these stands, saluting, on a shelf by my desk.

			Anyone in Israel becomes aware that these heroes feature in some mythology situated close to the heart of this place, just as a visitor to Manhattan grasps something about America by walking down Lafayette Street, or visiting Washington Square Park. Understanding this country—an effort that has preoccupied me since I came here, like most of the parachutists themselves, as a teenager—requires figuring out who these people were and why they mattered so much. Yet beyond the barest outline of the myth, it turns out that few know anything about them. And upon further investigation, the story of these Israeli heroes turns out to be more puzzling than it first appears.

			They didn’t know, for example, that they were Israeli heroes. The mission unfolded four years before a country called Israel came into existence. In 1944 the land was ruled by the British. The parachutists officially served British special operations, but they weren’t British either. They had no love for the British Empire but hated it less than they did the German enemy.

			The legend is that Hannah and the others set out at the darkest hour of World War II to save Jews and fight Nazis. But they succeeded at neither. “Who dares wins” goes the motto of one covert arm of the British military. These people dared and lost. Their actions changed nothing and yet somehow touched the fate of millions, including me. The strange gap between the mythic stature of the heroes and their scant accomplishments—this is the mystery that drew me to their story and kept me submerged in their world for years.

			I wanted to ask them a few questions. Was the operation a great adventure, one of the century’s most memorable feats of valor? An act of desperation, even madness? An elaborate suicide? But even the parachutists who survived to the end of 1944 are dead now. There was no one left to interview.

			I did find written records, however, far more than I expected, crackling with life in the yellowing files. These yielded the story that appears in these pages. Most of the relevant documents are in an archive situated in a mansion in Tel Aviv that was once the home of a Jewish militia commander. For me, this archive was a portal to a world before the creation of the state of Israel. The authors of the documents dreamed of a Jewish state but didn’t know if they’d live to see one. All around them was decimation and disaster. Every few hours I’d emerge from the archive’s air-conditioning into the blinding, sweating, honking reality of this state. After hours spent photographing files in frigid air, imagining Hannah in her woolen uniform, helmet, and bulky jumpsuit, I’d come out to the boulevard to thaw on a bench, pineapple ice cream melting down my wrist, the girls of modern Israel passing in their tank tops and tattoos.

			IT’S IN EARLY 1944, according to the records, that army trucks take the volunteers in small groups from Tel Aviv, the new Hebrew city built on sand in British Palestine, across the Sinai desert. Their first stop will be Cairo, also under British control, where MI9 has an office in a building whose sign doesn’t read “escape and evasion,” obviously, but advertises a dance school. From here they’ll be flown to a liberated airfield in Italy and then dropped into occupied Europe. The road through Sinai is dramatic and desolate, and in descriptions from the parachutists this journey seems like a passage between dimensions—from one life to another, or out of life altogether. In the annals of the operation, Sinai plays the same role it does in the Bible, that of an expanse to be traversed to get somewhere else. But in the story of the Exodus from Egypt, this road leads from slavery and death to freedom in the promised land. The characters in this book make the astonishing choice to travel the other way.

			The operation begins as the tide of the war turns. Germany’s Third Reich is starting to crumble but isn’t yet close to defeat. In Russia, the Red Army has broken the siege of Leningrad after more than one million deaths and is beginning the long advance toward Berlin. In Great Britain the logistics of the D-Day invasion are secretly underway and will be unleashed in the summer. At the beachhead of Anzio, in Italy, the Germans throw the Americans back. Most of Europe’s Jews have already been murdered, buried in mass graves or incinerated. In many parts of the continent the worst is past.

			This is not true, however, of the corner of central Europe that is the parachutists’ place of origin and their final destination, the part of the continent where in 1944 the scent of the Hapsburg dynasty still lingers—a scent, I imagine, of apples, coffee, and muskets. Their Austro-Hungarian Empire expired in the previous world war and has been gone for a quarter century, replaced by rulers far worse. Budapest, the city at the center of the operation, is no longer the second imperial capital but merely the capital of Hungary, a country that is now a Nazi ally and has yet to pay the terrible price of that choice. In early 1944, as our characters begin to move into position, the boulevards are still intact, and so are the bridges linking the city’s two sides, Buda and Pest, across the Danube. “I shall acquaint you with a city where, in my opinion, the beings that really matter are the houses,” Antal Szerb writes of his city before the war, in A Martian’s Guide to Budapest. “Or rather, not the houses but the erotic way they beckon to each other.” The writer is still alive at the beginning of 1944, but like many others, he won’t be in a year.

			

			…

			
				THIS IS A TRUE STORY. I’ve invented no characters, scenes, or dialogue, and have done my best to convey the events as they appear in my sources; these, should a reader wish to investigate further, are listed at the end.

			“A true story.” I would like to leave it there. But the uncommon intelligence and self-awareness of these characters, the way I feel them peering critically over my shoulder right now—it all makes these three words suddenly seem glib. I’m afraid this claim wouldn’t pass their judgment. It’s more honest to write: This is a true account of my journey into their story.

			In existing accounts of the parachutists’ mission there has always been confusion about who, exactly, took these young Jews who escaped the Holocaust and dropped them back in. Was it the officers of British special operations, in this case the obscure unit known as A-Force of MI9 under Tony Simonds? Or was it the determined amateurs running the proto-Mossad, the embryonic spy service of a state that did not yet exist? The cold opinion of history would have to be that it was both. But another true answer, in these pages, would be—neither. In this book, the parachutists are being dispatched by me.

			These people didn’t ask to become mere characters in a book written by someone they never met. Who am I to rescue them from myth and amnesia only to fit their story to my selfish specifications? What can I say in my own defense as I fold their parachute, strap them into my own literary harness, and prepare to push them out of the hatch?

			Only that they were literary creatures themselves. They were authors of poems, love letters licit and illicit, at least one play, turgid ideological essays, an excellent memoir, a history of Italian fascism, and one perfect song. The heroes of this story are remembered as secret agents and commandos, but they weren’t, not really. If they showed up at a military recruiting office now, they’d probably be turned away. Their talents lay elsewhere. What I mean is that I think they’d understand what I’m trying to do.

		

	
		
			
			EUROPE, 1944
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			THE SCYTHE

			In photographs from 1944 Haim appears elfin, not like a warrior at all, even in uniform. This was a particular look that Tony Simonds noticed when recruiting for MI9, and about which the British commander had a theory: “The weedy looking, delicate, shy type of people are those who are the bravest in war. Not the big six-foot-gorilla type the girls admire.”

			When Haim climbs the ladder into the Royal Air Force bomber at Bari, on the Adriatic coast of Italy, he’s twenty-five. He sits on the hard bench with the bulk of his parachute on his back, his body vibrating with the roar of the engines. He remembers Chivvie, the British officer who escorted him to the field, “charming and slight, and yet with qualities somehow definite and masculine.” When she sat next to him in the jeep with her leg pressed against his, he felt her heat through his jumpsuit.

			His secret documents are in an asbestos pouch strapped to his left calf. The pouch has a fuse that can be pulled to ignite a cylinder of gunpowder that will, if necessary, incinerate the contents: a letter of introduction from MI9, a key to the radio code, and forged documents identifying him as someone other than Haim Hermesh. He considers this his real name, even if he chose it himself, the Hebrew last name meaning “scythe.” At birth he was called Mihály Kaszás, while his British commanders have named him Lt. Harry Morris. His orders are the same ones given to the other parachutists who volunteered for the operation back in Palestine: Coordinate the rescue of downed Allied airmen and escaped prisoners of war behind enemy lines and establish radio contact between resistance forces and British commanders.

			In a pocket he has a thin saw, the kind that can cut through prison bars, concealed in a strip of rubber. On his silk scarf is a printed map of Yugoslavia—a country that in 1944 is occupied by the Nazis and their allies, and that in our own times no longer exists. Tonight’s drop zone is now in the independent state of Slovenia. Nearby is the border with Hungary, where he’s to proceed when possible. Beside him in the fuselage are canisters of rifles, bullets, and anti-tank rockets bound, as he is, for the communist partisans under the famous commander Tito.

			When I traveled to Bari to see what my characters saw, it was the same time of year—early summer—and I landed and took off at the very airfield used by the infiltration flights eighty years before. So it was easier than I expected to imagine the bomber with Haim inside accelerating over bleached asphalt, then lifting over grass, then above olive trees, before clearing a row of cypresses pointing at the sky like bayonets. The type of aircraft isn’t mentioned in either Haim’s memoir or in the mission files, but other parachutists specify the Handley Page Halifax, one of the workhorses of Bomber Command, here employed to drop a different kind of weapon. The aircraft’s winged shadow flits across a strip of beach and onto the flat surface of the Adriatic Sea. The landscape can’t have changed much. The pilot ascends into the night sky heading northeast, out of Allied airspace.

			Haim’s eyes close. When he opens them and looks out the open rectangle in the hull, he sees, far below, that the dark water is marked with a few twinkling lights. Haim turns to the English officer seated on the bench next to him: “A boat?”

			“Nonsense,” spits the officer. “You must have been asleep when we crossed the Adriatic.” In fact, they’re already over the drop zone in the Yugoslav mountains. Haim jolts awake. The lights are signal fires lit by the partisans. This scene is described in Haim’s memoir, Operation Amsterdam, whose title is one of many misleading names in our story, one chosen by someone at British special operations. The idea was presumably to confuse the enemy. This story has nothing to do with Amsterdam.

			The fires have been arranged in a narrow valley to form an L—the signal that the partisans are ready for the drop and that the pilot should proceed. The bomber’s nose sinks with a deafening shriek and Haim is gripped by nausea. Wind roars through the open door. Out go the canisters, their parachutes “flapping in the wind like the wings of great bats.” The pilot pulls up and banks for another run.

			The red jump light comes on—ready. The sandwich and cocoa that Haim was served at the airfield churn in his guts.

			In one of the canisters floating down toward the forest is a small chess set for Hannah, who is already on the ground. From the partisan camps she’d sent a message to headquarters in Bari complaining of boredom, and even though the Italian port had only recently been liberated and was battered and starving, an MI9 officer had gone to search the half-empty shops until he found the game. It doesn’t sound like the kind of thing they would do for just anyone.

			Haim steps to the fuselage door and grips the sides, the wind whipping furiously at his knuckles. Somewhere below him are Wehrmacht camps, mass graves and deportation trains, the Gestapo lurking with dogs and Lugers. He stares up at the stars, afraid his legs will freeze if he dares look down. This is still the era before the reserve chute.

			A hero needs a narrative in which actions matter and death has meaning. Otherwise it’s impossible to go through the door. The story that drives Haim seems to be the one embodied in his own name: the story of Jewish rebirth as preached by Enzo, the mission commander, and by Labor Zionist prophets like A. D. Gordon, who urged a return to the simple life of the soil. This story brought the skinny Hungarian bourgeois Kaszás to Palestine in 1940 on the leaky freighter Libertad, defying the British destroyers hunting Jewish refugees, then changed him into the farmer-fighter Haim the Scythe. Kaszás was a victim. The Scythe is a man of the land, an avenger. If his parents and neighbors are trapped in Europe, three full trains of them leaving for the death camps every day, he’ll fly in to save them like a bat with silken wings.

			The green light blinks on. The jumpmaster slaps Haim’s shoulder, opening the next and possibly last chapter in his short life. The sandwich and cocoa somersault inside him and rise in his throat. He flings himself into the air and throws up at the same time, the vomit blowing back in his face.

			

			—

			
				THE VIOLENT UPWARD FORCE when the parachute opens, the canopy spread above his head, his legs swinging in the air—it’s strange, but these calm his stomach and nerves. He wipes his cheeks and mouth and grips the shoulder straps, finding them “strong and solid.”

			Strong and solid. This is a person suspended between a British airplane and a continent occupied by Nazis. His old country is dead to him, and his new one not yet born. Many of his childhood friends have vanished into a system of industrial murder. He detests the British for turning back desperate refugees fleeing the Nazis in order to placate Arab sentiment, for reneging on their promise of a Jewish home at the moment when it was most needed, for boarding the Libertad when it approached Palestine and jailing him in an internment camp when he was only running for his life. It’s not much remembered now that the first shots the British fired in anger in World War II, on September 2, 1939, seem to have been aimed not at Germans but at the refugee vessel Tiger Hill, killing two Jews trying to reach safety. Haim swore an oath to their king and is wearing their hated uniform because it’s his only way to get behind enemy lines, given that the Jews have no air force.

			When Haim wisely checked the first parachute he was issued at the airfield in Bari, he found that it was worm-eaten and useless. When he complained, the British quartermaster simply blamed the damp and the carelessness of the Italian warehouse workers and issued him a new one without apology. The first two members of the group who’d been sent into Europe, jumping into Nazi-allied Romania, were dropped by the Royal Air Force forty miles off target and landed not just in a hostile town but next to a police station. After being arrested and then released in a prisoner exchange, one of the pair warned his comrades to beware the English: “They’re as dangerous as the Nazis.”

			Any soldier knows that carelessness is one of the dangers of military service, and I learned this myself in Israeli uniform. But it’s hard not to suspect that agents like Haim are expendable. The British are happy to use foreign volunteers for operations in Europe. They need people who speak local languages and know the territory—histories of the Special Operations Executive are full of these colorful and forlorn figures. Most, as I learn from the historian Eric Morris, “were not around long enough to leave a record of their existence and they vanished without a trace.”

			

			—

			
				THE HOWL OF THE BOMBER ENGINES wanes to a whine and then a hum. The sky goes quiet. Now Haim lies on his back on wet grass. He looks up at the stars and breathes a scent he recognizes from his past—soil, cow dung, cooking fires. It has been four years since he fled, trading these European smells for Levantine ones like scorched pine trees and anise. A shadow bends over him with a rifle and bandolier.

			Haim starts as the shadow extends a hand and introduces itself as Sgt. Grandeville of British intelligence—but his English is spoken with a German accent. The sergeant quickly explains that he was born in Austria, and doesn’t need to explain that Grandeville isn’t his real name. Most of the people here aren’t who they say they are. The British officer in charge, for example, a Major McAdam, is not a Scot but a Frenchman, an officer loyal to de Gaulle who defected from the Vichy collaborators; Simonds of MI9 records that this “McAdam” was in fact from the French Caribbean colony of Martinique.

			Across a field, Haim sees moonlight reflected off the low walls of a village. He has landed on target in northern Yugoslavia, near the Hungarian border. He gets to his feet as partisans move quickly around him—they’ve spent the night waiting for the airdrop and are worried about German spotters and spies. They need to reach cover before dawn. The fighters extinguish the signal fires, gather the canisters, and scatter. As Haim is hustled across the dark field to the village, he asks Sgt. Grandeville about Hannah. The sergeant knows whom he means. As a woman parachutist in British uniform, the only one in the sector, she was a novelty. But she’s moved on, the sergeant says, and he doesn’t know where she is now.

			

			—

			
				AFTER A FEW HOURS of sleep in a farmer’s cottage, Haim wakes in daylight. An officer in British uniform is seen approaching the village on foot. When the man nears the cottage, dusty and gaunt, Haim recognizes Reuven Dafni.

			Dafni is another parachutist from Palestine, a member of an agricultural collective on the Sea of Galilee, and before that a kid from these parts—a Yugoslav Jew from Croatia, one of few still alive in 1944. The fascists, Germans and locals, have been thorough. He’s been here for three months, moving with the partisans, keeping to the wooded hills while German troops occupy the flatlands. As socialists, the Jewish parachutists don’t believe in rank among themselves, but because Dafni knows the country and speaks the local Serbo-Croat, Haim defers to him.

			The partisans have a truck that runs on logs—a photograph of this wondrous vehicle survives in the files. When it’s available, Haim and Dafni can use it to transport their radio and the rest of their gear, but the truck is in demand, so Tito’s men also give the two parachutists a porter, a sixteen-year-old who concealed himself in a closet while the fascists killed his parents. Their crime had been hiding their pigs to avoid confiscation. The kid has sad eyes and a bad heart, which is why he can’t fight. He comes with a mule.

			“THE PINE FOREST GREETED US with the darkness of the plagues of Egypt,” Haim writes. “Skies covered with leaden clouds sprayed our heads with thin rain.” The partisans move under cover of the trees and at night to evade the Storks, the slow Luftwaffe spotter planes that hunt them by daylight. They pass through the blackened shell of a Croat village flattened by German bombers, the sole inhabitant an old man who lingers like a shade, begging the partisans for bread. The fighters move fast even though some of them are barefoot—let them get too far ahead and you’ll never find them again. They know the places to relax and the stretches where it’s best to run, the secret paths through the forest, and the routes that the Nazis use by the roads and railways. The guerrillas strike from the forested hills at the Germans and collaborators farther down the slopes and in the valleys. Haim learns quickly. He greets comrades with the partisan motto, which you’re supposed to pronounce with passion, fist raised: Smrt fašizmu! Sloboda narodu! Death to fascism! Freedom to the people!

			He’s popular with the fighters for bringing their first PIAT rockets, particularly after they try one out on a gendarmerie building in an occupied town. The partisans return jubilant, and one embraces him: The British lieutenant will be gratified to hear that they left German remains stuck to the wall, “like stamps in my little brother’s album.”

			

			—

			
				SOMETIMES THE AIRPLANES over the partisan camps are German. Sometimes, flying higher and in greater numbers, they’re the Allied bomber fleets passing through to bomb the oil fields at Ploiești, in Romania, which fuel the Nazi armies. The bombers face enemy fighter planes and antiaircraft guns, which is why MI9 needs people on the ground below the flight path. In Cairo, Tony Simonds runs the escape lines across the Mediterranean and up into the Balkans. The parachutists help round up the ragged Britons, Americans, Canadians, or New Zealanders who drop periodically into the forest. They radio headquarters to arrange extraction on little planes that hit the secret partisan runways and take off again for Allied airfields, where these lucky men can be fed back into the war.

			Haim is moving among the trees one day when he sees trunks that are burned and broken. A few steps later he finds half of a British bomber jutting into the air. Next to it is a white parachute, a good sign. There might be a survivor nearby.

			But when he draws closer, he sees that the silk is blackened and torn. What remains of the airman is strewn on the ground nearby. There’s a fragment of skull, some brain. Whoever this was jumped too late. A few partisans are near the wreck with kids from a nearby village who must have seen the plane go down. One of the kids hands Haim a photo he took from the pilot’s body, a color shot of a woman in uniform, inscribed, “All my love to you—Dixie.”

			He records the engine’s serial number so he can radio it to MI9. That’s his mission. Or so the British believe.

			

			—

			
				THE FILES OF THIS OPERATION can be found in the Tel Aviv mansion that once belonged to the militia commander Eliyahu Golomb. The mansion also served as a secret headquarters of the Hagana, whose name is Hebrew for “defense.” This is the Jewish underground army at the time of our story, when the British still run the country, which they call Palestine, and when the Jews, who call it the Land of Israel, alternate between cooperation and rebellion. (The Arab residents tend to reject both names, and instead view themselves as part of the greater Arab nation that stretches across much of the region and is beset by colonialist invaders imposing new states and artificial borders.)

			Before Haim left for Europe, he attended a clandestine meeting in Tel Aviv with Golomb and other chiefs of the Zionist movement in Palestine, soon to become leaders of the State of Israel. One of them was the future prime minister David Ben-Gurion himself—a measure of the importance of this operation. With a few of his comrades, Haim sat in his new British uniform. They’d come to be informed of their real mission.

			The meeting was held in secrecy because the operation had to be kept not just from the Germans, but also from the British, even though the parachutists themselves were now British soldiers. None of the officials in the room was an intelligence professional, but many had come up through underground groups of Zionists or socialists in their country of origin, and thanks to an education provided by the dictators and secret police of Europe, clandestinity wasn’t something they needed to be taught. To the young volunteers, the leaders are figures of great age and experience—but Ben-Gurion, known as the Old Man, is only fifty-eight. The Jews in Palestine are impossibly young, and many of them are newly orphaned.

			For decades the Zionists have been trying to initiate Jews into action and strength, to shake them from passivity and awaken them to self-reliance in the Land of Israel. To this end, they’ve jettisoned the old Jewish role models, meek scholars and rabbis, and elevated new ones. In Zionist kindergartens the songs are about formerly minor figures like Judah Maccabee, leader of the revolt against the Seleucids in the second century BCE, or the guerrilla commander Simon Bar Kokhba, who was traditionally detested by Jewish sages for leading a disastrous uprising against the Romans in 132 CE, now reborn as a glorious fighter. The Zionists have a new ethos. But without a state or army they’ve still been helpless to stop the slaughter of the Jews of Europe. This maddening dissonance pervades the room in Tel Aviv.

			The operation has two parallel commands: the British officers of MI9 in Cairo and the Zionist leaders in Tel Aviv, who recruited the volunteers from among European escapees. The British believe they are taking advantage of the talent and motivation of one tiny group under their rule; the Jewish commanders, on the other hand, refer to the British as their “partners,” as if a group of stateless dreamers is the equal of the world’s greatest empire. The British think they’re using Jewish parachutists, natives of occupied countries, for their war aims; the parachutists believe it’s they who are using the British, and they sometimes refer to the entire MI9 operation as nothing more than a “plane ticket.” The real mission is to save Jews.

			At the meeting before the parachutists’ departure, this goal was clear to everyone in the room. It just wasn’t clear what precisely this would mean once they landed.

			The militia commander Golomb told the young recruits that their job was to reach surviving Jews and train them for combat. Everyone knew about the ghetto uprising the previous year in Warsaw, where a small group of heroes led by young Zionists held off the Nazis for weeks with breathtaking courage before they were crushed. It was intolerable that millions of other Jews seemed to be going passively to their deaths. Golomb wanted more uprisings.

			Another official at the meeting gave the parachutists a contradictory directive: Their mission, he said, was to find Jewish refugees and help them stay alive until the end of the war. There was no point in military action that was certain to fail. Golda Meir, another future prime minister of Israel, was also present. She said little but teared up, understanding that these young people wouldn’t all be coming back.

			Left unstated by the people in the room was the need to gain combat experience with the British so that one day soon, at the moment of truth after the world war, these skills could be used against the British themselves. In order to gain independence, the Jews would have to throw off British rule before facing the Arab world. This British operation was, in other words, also an operation against the British. An awareness of this fact on the British side explains why imperial bureaucrats regularly dampened Jewish enthusiasm about forming units to fight the Nazis, and why they’d quashed the original Zionist plan for this mission, which was to raise an entire battalion of paratroopers who’d be dropped behind enemy lines to lead a Jewish revolt. The Jews had the men and the motivation, but British officials worried that arming Jews would boomerang against Britain after the war. They weren’t wrong. In the end, the total number of parachutists was just thirty-two.

			When the lesser leaders were finished, Ben-Gurion finally spoke, presenting his own version of the mission. The British, he told the people he was sending to serve in British uniform, had cruelly shut the gates of the Land of Israel to refugees, condemning millions of Jews to death at Nazi hands. The Jewish pioneers in the country weren’t numerous or strong enough to break open the gates on their own, so the Jewish nation must batter them from the outside. Ben-Gurion was already thinking less about the world war than about the day after it ended. The parachutists were to prepare survivors for mass immigration, priming a human tide that no one could stop. “After the victory,” he said, “all the roads of Europe, all the railway tracks, and all of the rivers will bear witness to the vast flow of Jews making their way to the Land of Israel. Remember: this is your duty.”

			Multiple versions of the “real” mission were presented at the meeting in Tel Aviv. But the elusive nature of the events requires more time to unravel—the characters aren’t deep enough in Nazi Europe, and things haven’t yet gone off the rails. The real mission, in my view, is one that no one heard stated outright, then or later. But accepting these conflicting plans at face value, what they have in common is apparent: Not one is remotely in the grasp of barely thirty people sent into multiple Axis countries in twos and threes.

			Haim remembered leaving the meeting confused. But he didn’t drop out, and neither did anyone else.

			

			—

			
				AT ONE OF THE PARTISAN CAMPS in Yugoslavia a report reaches Haim of Jews hiding in the forest nearby. Most of those who once lived in these parts have been murdered or have fled, and this is the first he’s heard of any still alive in the vicinity. With another parachutist, he sets out to find them. On a path through the trees, the two soldiers are stopped by an apparition—an old man in a ragged suit and gold-rimmed spectacles.

			Smrt fašizmu! says the man. Death to fascism!

			The second parachutist answers in Hebrew: Shalom.

			The old man looks at the two soldiers. Today the sight of Jewish soldiers may not seem odd, because the revolution sought by Haim and his comrades will succeed. But here, in the early summer of 1944, this vision must hardly seem credible. The bespectacled man bursts into tears. Other figures emerge from among the trees, dozens of them, then more than a hundred—old people, women, and children. There are no young men.

			The refugees shout questions in German, Serbo-Croat, and Yiddish. Haim understands that they were interned in an Italian camp, escaped when the fascist regime of Mussolini collapsed, and have been wandering for months. He finds that he too is crying, and can’t speak.

			In his next transmission to headquarters, Haim asks his British commanders to fly the refugees to safety. But space on Allied aircraft is scarce and reserved for military personnel. MI9 needs trained aircrew who can be put on new bombers, not useless civilians. Haim knows this. The position of the Western Allies is that the particular problems afflicting Jews in this war will be solved by the general defeat of Nazism, which is why no airplanes are ever sent to disable the death camps. There is not a country on Earth that prioritizes saving these people to the extent that their enemies prioritize killing them.

			The parachutist from the Land of Israel, Haim the Scythe, can tell the people in the forest a story: There’s a place for them in the world, the same one they know from the Bible. He made it there himself, then flew back to this hell and jumped from an airplane to reach them. Maybe knowing this will give them strength to survive a while longer. Other people control the planes, the ports, and the sea. He has nothing to offer but this story.

			

			—
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