THE PRIZE

HELSINKI 15 A CLEAN and spacious city, bland after the exuberance
of Paris, relatively intact despite the Soviet bombing. To Elena
Warshavsky—born Likht—it appears almost untouched by the war.
Only here and there are buildings half-destroyed, roofs missing,
windows empty of glass, piles of sheared stone dusted with snow. But
much has already been repaired, and life is returning to ordinary, the
people lumpy and officious, stoic in the face of withering cold. The last
seven years she has spent in London, a tiny flat in St. Pancras, where
for a time she grew used to the sound of air raid sirens, the tremble of
explosions—most distant, a few close enough to be followed by the
clatter of falling brick—and the smell of smoke. She can’t imagine that
city whole for decades to come.

Still, it was safety compared to the place she'd fled: Vilnius, where
she'd lived her first nineteen years, before leaving behind parents, two
brothers, nearly a dozen aunts and uncles, more cousins than she can
name. She has not returned to find out if her house on Rudnicka Street
still stands, if anyone she once knew has survived. She doubts she ever
will.

The Finns—unlike everyone else on the continent—protected
their Jews from German allies, and as a result the community here,
though small, is healthy and well-organized, not only amenable to
her cause but optimistic about its eventual success. Not like those
in Stockholm, refugees mostly, who said yes, we agree, 2 permanent
homeland is our only chance of survival, and then shrugged and sent
her away with almost nothing. “We are very...enthusiastic to have
you with us,” says her host, in halting English, when he greets her
in the lobby of her hotel, a once-grand building near the waterfront
now filled with sailors charged with clearing mines from the Gulf. The
main boiler is broken, the desk clerk has told her, and blankets are in
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What she admired most about Grish was his certainty. He saw
no conflict in supporting the British in their fight against Hitler while
simultaneously editing a newspaper calling for the violent overthrow
of the Mandate. Both were crucial to fulfilling their dream,
but she struggled to despise soldiers patrolling the streets of Jerusalem
after cheering those who shot down German planes over the Channel.
Competing emotions were too much to bear during those terrifying
days, and she found it easier to celebrate victories that would mean an

end to the bombardment than to decry the arrest of Zionists thousands
of miles away.

she agreed,

But now that the war has been over for more than a year, the
full scope of the Nazi horror exposed, she has learned to ignore
contradictions. She has not yet been to Palestine, only dreamed herself
under that Mediterranean sun, and the vision she carries as she walks
with the Walrus down a freezing Helsinki street, dark already at four
in the afternoon, the wind blowing stiffly off the water, is of herself
in a loose blouse, long skirt, wide hat, the tops of her feet turned pink
around the white shadow of sandal straps. In spring, Grish has said,
or perhaps summer, they would finally make the journey they've been
imagining for years. For now it is still too dangerous, their leaders
rounded up weekly since the bombing of the King David Hotel.

About that incident he has said little, except to mention that it
came as a surprise to him. Does he approve? Does he believe it was
necessary? He will not say, nor does she ask. As for herself: whether or
not she condones or condemns the killing, whether or not she accepts,
as she has been told, that British officers were given enough warning
to evacuate—she has mostly convinced herself to believe this—she
recognizes it has brought unprecedented attention to their struggle.
If not for the bombing, she knows, the Jews of Finland wouldr’t be so
eager to welcome her in the middle of December into the basement
of their synagogue, where the Walrus, with dramatically lowered
voice, introduces her as an important member of “the Underground,”
fearlessly taking on the British Empire.

There are twenty-five, maybe thirty men and a scattering of
women sitting on uncomfortable chairs, most of them better fed
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they married, he asked her to take this trip to raise funds for the cause.
Do whatever you have to, he said before she boarded the train to Dover.
1 promise I will not judge.

The Walrus holds the door to the street open for her, and even
before she reaches it, the cold surprises her anew, bringing tears to her
eyes. It has started snowing since she went in, small flakes falling at
a slant in the steady breeze. Still, the Walrus pauses to tell her about
the synagogue’s history, built adjacent to a clothes market where his
grandfather mended trousers at the turn of the century. During the

war they worried the orange dome would make an easy target and
considered painting it black. But thanks to Finnish intelligence and

advance warnings that shut down all the lights in the city ahead of the
raids, the shul—along with most of the city’s important landmarks—
was spared. How lucky they have been, he says, and then, passing 2
thumb under each eye, adds that their good fortune makes them want
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worthless. Not that she knows where to look for a hotel in any case, not
in this part of the city, which, once residential, now appears abandoned.
No cars parked on the street, no lights in windows, no voices in the
darkness. Her heel catches a patch of ice, and her foot slides sideways.
The rest of her follows, but before she falls, the Walrus snatches her
elbow and holds her up. Even after she’s straightened, he leaves his
hand on her coat, pulling her along now, fast enough that she’s almost
running. She checks over her shoulder to see if someone is chasing
them. Sweat drips down her sides, far beneath her layers of clothing,
but it does nothing to relieve the cold in her hands and feet and face.
Grish has described the lives of their comrades in Jerusalem, clearly
picturing himself among them: huddled in secret meetings, ducking
down darkened streets, evading the scrutinizing gaze of British spies.
He envied such a life during their drab days in London, and now he
can envy her, too, when she tells him about her breathless sprint, pulse
pounding in her ears as the Walrus yanks her into a doorway.

“If not for me,” he says, “it would all be a waste. But I've been
preparing. Since before the war.”

The door is thickly painted, layers of glossy black, drips dried in
place. The lock, too, has been painted over, so she can't distinguish the
hole from the metal surrounding it. Neither, it seems, can the Walrus,
muttering in Finnish as he works the key around, the sounds strange
in his mouth now that she’s gotten used to hearing him speak the
language of her childhood. Beside the door is a row of buzzers, no
names written in the spaces beside them. Finally the key makes its
way in, and the lock snaps. He pushes the door open with his foot,
nudges her forward. Not quite a shove, but forceful enough to require a
long step across the threshold in order to ease the pressure of his hand

on her back. The hallway is dark, but her eyes have already adjusted
enough that she can make out a stairway at its end, the shapes of closed
doors darker than the walls around them. It’s hardly warmer here than
outside, but as soon as the outer door shuts behind him, the Walrus
begins unbuttoning his coat.

“I knew what it would come to,” he says, walking ahead to the
stairs, not waiting for her to join him before ascending. “Even before
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wife to live in this stuffy flat, as small as the one she and Grish have
shared. The filthy shades always drawn. The closet, she suspects, hung
with a pair of shabby dresses, taken in where they sagged, mended at
worn-out seams. Her future dwindling as the leather satchel fattened.
And yet was she still grateful to have been here and not in Warsaw or
Minsk or Vilnius? “You didn’t give up your pipe,” she says, spying 2
small paper packet beside it. “Tobacco is expensive.”

If he hears her, he does not respond. Instead he takes off his blazer,
unties his tie. “Ive been picturing it,” he says, and slips off his shoes.
He leaves them where they are, in the middle of the sitting room floor.
Without them, how will he take her back to her hotel? “The weapons
my money pays for. The sound of the explosives. When I read about
the King David, I thought, They have detonated my bomb before I can
collect my reward. For days I was despondent. But of course one bomb
is never enough.”

Why not picture, as she has tried to, the years following the bombs,
when all the guns have fallen silent, the bright sunshine in a land all
their own. But she, too, has had an easier time imagining bloodshed
and screams, exploding glass and tumbling stone. “We celebrated when
they beat the Germans,” she says. “Just a year ago, they were our heroes.”

“And we Finns fought beside the Germans against the Russians.
One does what is necessary.”

Feeling has come back into her fingers, a throbbing that doesn't
lessen when she rubs them together. “Your reward?” she asks.

The Walrus has begun to unbutton his shirt. “They chose well,”
he says. “A prettier girl than I could have hoped for. Than I could have
even imagined.”

With these words he turns his face away, his fingers still fumbling
with the buttons. He may be blushing, but in the dim light she can't tell.
She is surprised but not shocked, nor outraged. But neither is she ready
to decide whether Grish has known she would end up here, has been

picturing it since first meeting her in smoldering London, a trembling

girl with a gentile’s face, desperate for a bit of comfort. The Walrus =

tosses his shirt onto the chair, crosses arms over his narrow chest. He is

too thin, really, to be a walrus, too bony, but still she can't think of him
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