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T

he members of the East End Messianic Synagogue walked passed Joel Adelman and placed their gifts on a long table. The 13-year-old had just completed his Bar Mitzvah ceremony.

“Come, everyone,” Rabbi Jacob Freidman said, clapping his hands. “Let’s move into the hall to start the celebration.”

Joel’s parents, Daniel and Chasha Adelman took him by the hand and led him into the hall where his friends and relatives were already dancing and filling their plates. A banner with his name hung above a table reserved for him and his family.

Shoshana Adelman, Joel’s 90-year old great-grandmother, and holocaust survivor was already seated in her wheelchair at the table. Her bright grey eyes gleamed when she saw him approaching. Shoshana stretched out her arms and grabbed his face. After planting a big kiss on his cheeks, she patted the chair next to her for him to sit.

“What’s that on your lap, bubbe?” Joel asked, looking at the brown, tattered case sitting on her lap.

“It is a present from your late zayde, and the love of my life, Ishmael,” she said, stroking the case with her frail fingers. “Without it, we would have never escaped the Nazis.”

“What is it?” Joel asked, bursting with curiosity. “Let me see it, bubbe.”

“Okay, dear child,” Shoshana said, enjoying the excitement on Joel’s face. “Here you go.”

Joel sat next to her and placed the case on his lap. His dad was also curious to know what was in the keepsake that he had been told never to open since he was a child. When the lid opened, Daniel gasped.

“It’s beautiful, bubbe,” Joel said, lifting the wooden and gold horn from its velvet bed. “I’ve always wanted to learn to play an instrument.”

“It’s called a shofar, Joel,” Shoshana said. “It has been passed down in our family for generations. You will pass it down to your children.”

“I will treasure it, bubbe,” Joel said, giving her a big hug.

“That looks like it’s worth a pretty penny,” a guest sitting across from Joel said.

“Your life is worth a penny compared to this Holy instrument,” rebuked Shoshana. “How dare you?”

“Calm down, bubbe,” Daniel said. “He didn’t mean anything about it.”

“Money changers and...” Shoshana said before starting to cough.

Joel patted her on her back until her coughing subsided. He poured her a glass of water and held it for her as she sipped.

“You’re a good boy, Joel,” she said, gently patting his face.

The guest got up and sat on the other side of the hall.

Daniel was annoyed at his grandmother’s behavior, but he was not going to make a scene on Joel’s day. He knew that if he reprimanded Shoshana, she would push back as was her nature. She was feisty and not one to back down.

“So this is what I was never able to touch,” Daniel said, taking the shofar from Joel. “It truly is beautiful.”

“Don’t take it to heart, Daniel,” Shoshana said. “Ishmael just felt that you were not ready to hold such power. Your mind was more into the world and your medical practice than on God and His plan.”

“What are you talking about, bubbe?” Daniel said. “I have never missed observing Shabbat, and have observed all the holy days.”

“And you think that makes you worthy, son?” she said. “God does not look at your actions when He chooses who will hold the shofar. He looks at the soul, and it is not for us to question how He decides that.”

“I don’t think this is the time to have this discussion, bubbe,” Chasha said.

“You’re right, Chasha,” Shoshana said. “It’s my little Joel’s day.”

“What power does it hold bubbe?” Joel asked. “Is this the same shofar that Joshua held when he brought down the walls of Jericho?”

“I don’t know, Joel,” Shoshana said. “Ishmael hired a historian years ago to trace its origin, but he was murdered in his hotel room in Vered Yeriho before he could find anything.”

“Bubbe, please, can we change the subject,” Chasha pleaded.”

“I want to know more, Mom,” Joel protested.

“We’ll talk later, Joel,” Shoshana said, patting him on his knee. “Right now, let’s eat and have fun. Why don’t you go dance with one of the nice girls sitting over there?”

Joel jumped up and was about to head to the dance floor when Shoshana grabbed his arm.

“I’ll hold the shofar for you until you come back, Joel,” she said, causing the table to laugh. “Now, go have fun.”

“I love you, bubbe,” he said, hugging her before running off to join his friends on the dance floor.

*_*_*_*

Later that Saturday evening, Joel was packing his suitcase for his first Caribbean cruise in the morning. It was his Bar Mitzvah present from his parents. He would have finished sooner, but he kept pausing to admire the shofar every five minutes.

“You can’t put it down, can you, Joel?” Shoshana asked as she wheeled herself into his bedroom.

“Oh, I didn’t see you there, bubbe,” he said, running and hugging her. “It’s so beautiful, and it makes me feel good when I hold it. I want to blow it, but Dad warned me not to blow it in the house. But I think it’s broken because I tried to blow it, and the only thing that came out was air.”

“Then I came at the right time,” she said. “Have a seat and let me tell you a story.”

Joel hopped up into his bed and sat Indian style, placing his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. He loved listening to Shoshana’s stories for as long as he could remember. However, the story he was about to hear will be one that will change him forever.

“In the winter of 1944, I was a young woman of twenty when the Germans took me captive,” she said, stroking the shofar. “I, and thirty other women and children, were crammed into a covered military truck headed for the Ravensbrück concentration camp. Two soldiers sat by the tailgate. Occasionally they would take turns kicking the women with their boots when the motion of the truck made the women brush against them.”

“They did that to girls, bubbe?” Joel asked with astonishment. “How could they do that?”

“These were men who didn’t think Jewish people were human,” she said. “We were lower than dogs to them, and that is how they treated us.”

“How did you get away, bubbe?” he asked.

“I’m getting to that,” she said. “The road we were traveling on was bumpy and had a lot of curves. There was a heavy fog that morning, and the road was icy. Our truck was last in the prisoner convoy and barely visible to the truck in front of it. We hit a bump, and the driver lost control. We slid down an embankment, the truck rolling over and over on its side. I, along with a few other women, was flung through a ripped opening in the truck canvas before it exploded.”

“What happened to the evil soldiers, bubbe?” Joel asked, his eyes bulging with excitement.

“They perished in the ensuing flames,” she said.

“Good, they deserved it,” he said.

“Never wish evil for evil, Joel,” she admonished. “Do you feel how the very thought makes you feel bad?”

Joel reflected on how happy he was when she started telling the story and how uncomfortable he felt now that he had uttered those words.

“You’re right,” he said. “I do notice that something is different.”

“Words have power, Joel,” she said, touching the shofar. “As you will soon see as I continue to tell you the story.”

Shoshana went on to tell how she took control of the three women who were hysterical and made them run and hide behind a snowdrift. She grabbed a tree branch and brushed away their footprints leading away from the crash. After warning them not to make a sound, she dug herself into the snow mound.

As she expected, the soldiers came back to investigate the crash. When they saw that no one had survived, they removed the two dead soldiers and left.

“What happened next?” he asked.

“One of the women had a badly injured leg,” she said. “We waited motionless for hours until we were able to climb the embankment and run into the woods on the other side of the road. We must have carried the woman five miles when we stumbled across a group of people who were fleeing as well. It was there that I laid eyes on Ishmael and fell in love.”

“Wow, so something good came out of that time, bubbe,” Joel said.

“Not only did something good come out of it but something extraordinary,” she said.

“What happened, bubbe?” he asked.

“We had to make our way through the woods to the sea while dodging German patrols and dogs,” she said. “We had to make it to a tiny inlet called Seebrücke Glücksburg where arrangements had been made with a captain to take us to Copenhagen. But we had to make it there within three days, or the ship would take off.”

“You mean he would have left you there to be captured if you didn’t make it in time?” Joel asked.

“Yes, because he could not risk the German’s realizing he was a sympathizer,” she said. “They would have put him in prison or killed him.”

“So did you make it?” he asked.

“Ishmael knew if we took the long way around Glücksburg, we would not make it,” she said. “So he decided to go through the German checkpoint to save us a day. Of course, this idea caused a big argument. People were calling him mad and a German collaborator. There was even talk of killing him.”

“Oh my, bubbe,” Joel said, covering his mouth. “What did he do then?”

“Your zayde stood on the word of God,” she said. “He reminded them of who we were and that we should trust in the God of Abraham to deliver us. He told the crowd to wait for him to return. He removed the shofar from the case and took me by my hand. We came to a bridge where a squad of soldiers was guarding a checkpoint. Ishmael told me to close my eyes and not to open them until he told me to.”

“Why did he tell you that?” Joel asked.

“Because he was going to summon the hand of God, and a curse would come upon those who looked,” she said. “It became very quiet, and I could hear my beloved praying in a language that was foreign to me. Suddenly there was a roar of thunder and flashes of light. Something brushed my arm as it passed by me. I heard the soldier’s blood-curdling screams. Then an eerie silence descended on us.”

“Why were they screaming?” he asked.

“Don’t bite your nails, Joel,” she said. “Ishmael wouldn’t tell me, but when I opened my eyes, the checkpoint had been obliterated. There were no signs of the soldiers. We went back to the group and led them through the town of Glücksburg. We didn’t come across one soldier. It was as if they vanished into thin air. Two days later, we were on a ship to freedom.”

“Are you saying that the shofar has the power to destroy our enemies?” he asked, lifting the instrument in front of his face.

“It possesses a power that only the righteous can wheel,” she said.

“And how do you activate it, bubbe?” he asked, staring down at the opening.

“It’s not turned on by pressing a button,” she said. “God’s will can only activate it, and at the right moment.”

“How will I know when the right moment is?” he asked, replacing the shofar in its case.

“Trust me; you will know when that day comes, Joel,” she said. “At that moment, you and God will be connected. You will become His instrument.”

“Like David and Goliath?” he asked.

“More like Moses,” she said. “Now, let’s finish packing your suitcase. It takes over four hours to fly from New York to San Diego, and you know how hard it is to wake you up in the morning.”

“Thank you for the story, bubbe,” he said, hugging her. “I will protect the shofar with my life.”

“I believe it is you; it will protect,” she said, kissing him on the forehead.

When Joel went to bed that night, Shoshana's words echoed in his mind. He stared out the window as his room became lit from the moon emerging from behind a cloud. He tried to look away but couldn’t because the moon was starting to bleed.

“ARE YOU WORTHY?” a mysterious voice asked.

“Who said that?” Joel asked, sitting up in bed. “Who’s there?”

The closet door started to open slowly. The temperature in the room dropped and Joel could see his breath before his eyes. He yanked the sheet over his head and lay still as the room filled with the sound of someone breathing heavily. The noise was getting closer, and Joel could see the shadow of a hand moving toward his face.

His eyes bulging out of their sockets, Joel heard a deep voice bellow as the hand snatched the sheet from his trembling grip.

“ARE YOU WORTHY?”

“Joel, wake up, dear,” Chasha said, shaking him. “You’re having a nightmare.”

Joel looked around the room, his eyes full of panic.

“He’s soaking wet,” Daniel said. “Is he running a fever?”

“He’s in the closet, Dad,” Joel shouted.

“Who’s in the closet, son?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “He was talking to me, and the door opened.”

Daniel walked over to the closet and opened the door.

“There is no one in there, Joel,” he said. “You had a bad dream.”

Chasha touched his forehead and only felt his skin was clammy, but no fever was present. Joel jumped out of bed and looked at the moon. It was normal.

“The moon was bleeding, Mom,” Joel said. “And a voice kept asking me something.”

“What did it say?” she asked.

“I can’t remember,” he said. “Can I sleep with you and Dad?

Chasha looked at Daniel, who gave an approving nod.

“Sure you can, dear,” she said. “But let’s get you out of those wet pajamas and into some dry ones.”

“Now I remember,” he said, as she removed his pajama top. “It kept asking me if I was worthy. But I was so afraid I couldn’t ask him what I was supposed to be worthy of.”

“As your father said, it was a bad dream,” she said.

“But don’t all dreams have a meaning?” he asked.

“Why don’t you ask Rabbi Freidman when you see him on the cruise tomorrow?” she asked. “I’m sure if there is a message, he will tell you. Now, let’s get some sleep.”

Joel started to follow his mom when he turned back and ran into the room. A few seconds later, he returned with the shofar case.

“You can’t bring that in the bed with us, Joel,” Daniel said.

“I know, Dad,” he said. “I’m going to put it on the chair.”

Joel took one last look back at his bedroom before following his parents into their bedroom.
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K

im Sheppard loved her job as a tour guide for Pacific Cruise Lines. Since graduating from college with a BA two years before, the only jobs she found were waitressing or working in the fast-food industry.

When she came across the Morning Star job opening, she showed up an hour before her interview. The recruiter was so taken by her bubbly personality and drive that he hired her on the spot. He gave her a study guide and scheduled a test for her a week from the interview. She scored 100 on the test.

Today was the first anniversary of her hire and fifteenth cruise aboard the Morning Star cruise ship. The wind was gusting, as she stood at the front of the gangplank, causing her skirt to flip up. An Arab woman, her face covered with a Niqab (veil), shot her a disapproving look as her tour group approached.

“Welcome aboard the Morning Star,” Kim said as she fixed her skirt. “Which one of you is Mr. Shakar?”

“I’m Mr. Amir Shakar,” said a man who looked like a younger version of Osama bin Laden.

“I thought there was only going to be five in your group,” Kim said. “You seem to have about sixty people with you.”

“They are not all coming with us, Ms. Sheppard,” he said. “They are passengers, but we traveled in a group. These four men and women are the only ones that will be on tour with us.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but they are going to have to wait to board with the rest of the passengers,” Kim said.

“Oh, I thought they would be allowed to board with us,” he said. “They have their tickets.”

“I’m sorry, but we have rules,” she said. “They will have to line up with the rest of the passengers to be screened. They won’t have to wait long as we’ve only booked six hundred passengers.”

“Can’t you make an exception, Ms. Sheppard?” he asked. “They will have to go back to the end of the line, and one woman is pregnant and needs to go to the bathroom.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Shakar,” Kim said. “But if I make an exception...”

“Is there a problem here, Ms. Sheppard?” asked Omar Jackson, Morning Star’s Chief of Security.

“I’m trying to explain to Mr. Shakar that I can’t allow his friends to board the ship while I take them on tour,” she said. “It’s against regulations.”

“As I tried to explain to Ms. Sheppard, one of our women is pregnant and needs to use the restroom,” Amir said.

“I believe we can make an exception this time, Ms. Sheppard,” Omar said. “We don’t want people to think that Pacific Cruise Lines is insensitive; do we?”

“No, sir, but shouldn’t we inform the Captain?” she asked, being well versed in the ship's protocols.

“How many, besides the six that are going on tour with you, do you have in your party?” Omar asked.

“There is only fifty more, sir,” Amir said.

“Ms. Sheppard, go ahead and take Mr. Shakar and his party on tour and I will take charge of the group,” Omar said.

“Sir, this is highly...” Kim said before she was interrupted.

“My call to make, Ms. Sheppard,” Omar said, whispering in Kim’s ear. “I will have six other security personnel escort them to their rooms after verifying their boarding passes. I like that you are very well versed in the ship’s protocols, but you need to review the chain of command. And if you ever question me again in front of a passenger, I will have you back, flipping burgers faster than you can say supersize that. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Kim said, her eyes starting to well up.

Omar radioed for his security team to meet him by the boarding ramp. Within minutes six men joined him and escorted the group to the elevators.

“For security reasons, I’m going to have one of my officers escort seven of you on the elevators to your decks,” Omar said. “Let’s have the first seven.”

Omar counted off the first seven men and women and boarded the elevator with Greg Lipton. When the doors to the elevators closed, Greg pushed the button for the sixth floor. The hairs on the back of his neck started to rise. He felt as if every eye on the elevator was on him.

“Allah 'akbara,” a male yelled as he pulled a large knife from his robe. “Yasqut alkufaar.”

Before Greg could remove his weapon, Omar grabbed him from behind and spun him around. The man shoved the knife into Greg’s abdomen and ripped it up towards his sternum. The cut made a sickening sound as it opened up his belly, causing his intestines to spill out.

The elevator door opened when it reached the floor. Omar turned the fireman’s switch and locked the doors open. He peered out before walking across the hall to a storage room. When Omar had unlocked it, a couple of men tossed Greg’s body inside. One of the women grabbed a bucket and mop that was placed by the elevator and quickly cleaned up the blood and guts.

“What’s the hold-up?” one of the security men asked on the two-way radio.

“One of the women had an accident,” Omar said. “We’re cleaning it up. I’ll be right down.”

Omar was going to repeat the operation, and he didn’t want any evidence left inside the elevator. The second time he made sure that his security officer, Audrey Miller, was standing in front of the elevator doors when they reached the floor. When the doors opened, she peered into the eyes of a woman wearing a black veil. With rattlesnake speed, the woman jammed a blade in Audrey’s throat before she could react. Her face hit the floor, causing blood to splatter on the woman’s robe. Omar opened the storage room door so that Audrey’s body could be tossed on top of Greg.

“Two down; four to go,” Omar said, smiling.

Omar’s operation was going flawlessly until the last trip when it was Chris Kelly’s turn to come up. Chris was his Deputy Security Chief and a former Army Ranger who had served two tours in Afghanistan. When he returned home, he brought with him an open suspicion and hatred for all Arabs.

The minute he stepped on the elevator, he felt something was not kosher. Chris wanted to get to the rear of the lift so he could have the five remaining Arabs in front of him. But Omar blocked his path, allowing the men to get on first. As the elevator ascended, he felt the same foreboding feeling that Greg felt.

Chris turned around to see the five men staring at him. Omar spoke to one of the men in Arabic. This surprised Chris because Omar was an African-American born and raised in the Bronx, New York. As far as he knew, Omar never went overseas. Yet he was speaking with the same accent as the people who were shooting at him in Afghanistan.

It was then that he noticed Omar’s shoes. There was blood splatter on the top of them. Chris's eyes moved to the floor of the elevator, where he spied a small streak of blood-tinged water that the women had missed during their clean up.

“What the fuck is going on, Omar?” Chris asked, pulling his 9mm pistol from his shoulder holster and pointing it at the five men.

“Calm down, Chris,” Omar said, raising his hands. “What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” he said. “That’s not ketchup on your shoes. Something is funny about this whole business. Why would you take only one security officer up at a time? Why were you speaking Arabic to these assholes as if they’re your family? What did you say to them? Tell me what you said, or I’m going to start taking them out.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you what I said,” Omar said. “I told them to be careful of this one. You’re an ex-soldier and that you’re going to be a handful.”

At that moment, Omar brought his hand down and struck Chris’s gun hand, causing the weapon to fire. The bullet struck the nearest man in the cheek. Tissue, bone, and teeth bounced off the back of the elevator as he fell back into the group of men.

Chris was in a life and death struggle with Omar. Omar had him in a headlock and was trying to choke him out. The first Arab rushed towards Chris, who jumped up and kicked the man in the face with both feet. The heel of his shoe caught the base of the man’s nose, driving it into his brain. He was dead before he hit the ground.

“Help me, dammit,” Omar screamed.

Omar was starting to lose his grip on Chris. He knew if that happened, he would not be able to handle him. One of the men grabbed both of Chris's feet and lifted him off the ground. That move turned out to be a mistake because Chris drew his knees to his chest and began pounding on the man’s face with both fists. The first punch knocked out two of the man’s teeth. The two remaining men rushed him as the elevator doors opened.

The men landed in a pile with Omar on the bottom. Chris headed butted Omar knocking him out. But it was too little too late. He was quickly overwhelmed by the four men who began feverishly stabbing him.

“I’ll see you all in hell,” Chris managed to gurgle out before dying.

*_*_*_*

The Adelman’s were in a full dash through the pavilion towards the boarding gate. Daniel was waving their tickets and yelling for the crewman not to close the gate. Joel, pulling his suitcase and holding his shofar case, struggled to keep up.

Joel was the reason they nearly missed their departure. They were a mile away when Joel realized he had left his shofar on the baggage return at the airport. Daniel had to turn the taxi driver around to retrieve it. On the way to the cruise, Daniel loudly lectured Joel about being more responsible now that he was thirteen.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper, but you have to realize how important that shofar is to this family,” Daniel said. “I know you are aware of what my grandfather went through to save it. It is irreplaceable. I want you to be more thoughtful that in the future.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Joel said. “I’ll do better from now on.”

Joel fought to hold back his tears. He wanted to show his dad that he was too old to cry. He didn’t succeed.

“No need to rush, sir,” the crewman said, checking boarding passes. “You have another twenty minutes before they pull up the anchor. Just fall in behind the group over there and enjoy your stay on the Morning Star.”

Joel was walking through the gate when he heard footsteps running up behind him.

“Hold the gate,” David Schenker shouted.

Joel turned around to look, but he didn’t see David. Nor did he notice his wife, Elizabeth. Who he did notice was a girl with black hair, bright blue eyes, dressed in a black skirt, white blouse, and white knee-high socks trailing behind them.

Sarah Schenker was the same age as Joel, but she was developing faster physically. She also attended Joel’s school but hadn’t interacted with him because girls and older boys were always flocking around her, seeking her attention. Although Joel was a nice-looking boy, he was a few inches shorter than Sarah. This fact contributed to his lack
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