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A Poem from Israel 
 
It’s hard to describe how it felt to have time stand still at Har Herzel cemetery. Gadi’s already-
quiet voice disappeared. The shuffling footsteps around me melted away. The world itself, 
except what was in front of me, ceased to be. In the void: a grave, a Phillies cap, and a smiling 
face. The beautiful, smiling face of Michael Levin; a Jew, a son, a soldier, a dead man. The 
moment released its grasp and I knelt down and cried. I cried for Michael, for the dead, for the 
living, for Israelis, for Arabs, for Jews, for Muslims. I cried for a region where the eyes of death 
are ever watchful, where the specter and its scythe never seem too far away.  
 It makes sense, then, that in a country so familiar with death, everything is so alive. The 
Negev, for all its sand and stone, blooms with flowers, trees, farms, and people. The Kineret, 
with its lack of fauna and abundance of salt, makes ones skin tingle with a feeling which can 
only be described as “life.” Jerusalem, Haifa, and Tel-Aviv, all hum with the sounds of humans 
living in every manner. The feeling of “Chaim” reverberates from every street and every 
building. It’s in every word of every conversation. It bursts from the flesh of a sweet strawberry, 
and from the hot bite of a falafel ball. Here, life, pure and unadulterated, is everywhere.  
 Time released its grasp on me again, and this time the rich odors of the forest wafted 
by. The sound of birds singing filled my ears. I stood alone in the Golan Heights, and 
unspeakable beauty stretched out before me. Israel.  

–Jesse Goldshear     
 
 

 
(Jesse is pictured first row, kneeling, on the left) 
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Reflections 
 
Five days before the beginning of my Birthright program I returned to America from an 
unbelievable semester abroad. In four months I traveled to twelve different counties and 
countless cities in between. The friends I made abroad will be some of my best friends for the 
rest of my life and the internship I had granted me access to the United Nations in Geneva, 
Switzerland for two and a half months. I was quite sure I would never have a truly life changing 
experience like that again. And now upon the completion of my Birthright program, I am quite 
sure I was wrong.  
 

I knew I was in for the experience of a lifetime before I even boarded the plane to Tel 
Aviv. It wasn’t the long awaited reunion with some of my best friends after a semester abroad. 
Or seeing the new faces of soon to be best friends. Or even the prospect of a much needed ten 
hour nap. It was the individuals surrounding me in the airport terminal whose stories I would 
never know, but whose excitement to travel to Israel was almost palpable, and at midnight in 
New York City, that’s saying something.  

 
As I boarded the plane I had some expectations on my upcoming adventure. I knew my 

trip would involve being extremely hot, lots of walking, and with a little luck, some R and R with 
a nice Israeli camel. What I didn’t expect was a 3 am wakeup call from the plane’s Hasidic 
population.  

 
I didn’t grow up in a very religious household—I consider my self much more culturally 

Jewish (sleep away camp, Jewish sorority, and a unwavering love for sushi), so prayer is not 
something I am very accustom to. Yet, I was woken by quite the stir throughout the airplane. All 
around me men were standing with their Torahs, praying at this unthinkable hour. Much to my 
surprise, I wasn’t at all annoyed by my unfamiliar surroundings; instead chills engrossed my 
arms and I finally realized where I was traveling to: the Holy Land.  

 
As we touched down in Tel Aviv, I knew this experience was only getting started. 

Everything about Israel enamored me. From the Dead Sea, to Masada, to the delicious food I 
consumed each day, I could not (and still can not) believe all that I was experiencing. However, 
the most moving and memorable experience I had while in Israel was undoubtedly at the 
Western Wall.  

 
As I approached the Wall for the first time, I soon learned why it is also referred to as 

the “Wailing Wall.” A woman, around my mother’s age, was desperately clinging to the wall, 
crying as she placed her last hopes into the ancient limestone—it was 100 degrees out and I still 
found my arms covered in Goosebumps.  

Yet, when we returned to the Wall at night for Shabbat, it was a completely different 
atmosphere. Singing, dancing, and laughter took the place of sorrow and tears as hundreds of 
Jerusalem’s citizens gathered in the confines on the Western Wall.  
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This to me exemplified the spirit of the Israeli people. Although they face many 
hardships throughout their everyday life, they know who they are as people and citizens of an 
amazing nation. They morn the atrocities they face, however, more importantly they celebrate 
the lives they have and stay true to their beliefs and culture. This was the most eye-opening 
experience throughout my Birthright trip.  

 
I cannot express my gratitude enough for the opportunity to travel to Israel and all of 

the experiences I was afforded while in the Holy Land. Normally I dread the prospect of being 
proven wrong, however, in this particular instance, I couldn’t be more pleased. I cannot wait for 
the day I return to Israel—returning to the people and culture I grew to admire and love.  

 
--Nikki Aronson 

 

 
 

(Nikki is pictured in the 2nd row, standing, 2nd from the left) 
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The Wall 
 

I was a God-fearing child. I remember constantly questioning whether or not I was sinful 
or if my actions were okay with my religion. There were things I did or thoughts I had that were 
really harmless (like not fasting on Yom Kippur), but that for some reason I feared wouldn’t be 
okay with the true judge of my actions. I’d find myself feeling jealous about something a friend 
had that I didn’t and instead of feeling guilty that I wasn’t happy for my friend I felt guilty 
because I’ve been told jealousy is a sin. Sometimes I didn’t even know if what I was doing was 
bad, I just thought it was because that’s what I’ve been told growing up. It wasn’t my parents; 
they just sent me to temple and introduced me to the customs. It was more of society and the 
way we are brought up.  

 
I’d pray a lot, but it was the kind of prayers that I’m not all that proud of today. Every 

time I‘d feel guilt I’d simply pray for forgiveness almost by compulsion and I’d feel better. The 
prayers always sounded the same too, Dear Lord, please forgive me for all the recent sins I’ve 
committed. Sounds like emptying a trashcan doesn’t it? In all honestly I didn’t know much 
about integrity and true guilt and how some actions need to be repaid for in flesh and not just 
in mind.  

 
I heard as a child that when you pray to the Western Wall all your prayers go directly to 

God, and my compulsive self wanted nothing more than to go there. I’m glad that’s not how I 
was when the day came that I actually did visit the wall. I’m glad my misguided child self that 
was mired in dogma and judgment had experienced a complete volte-face overtime. Because 
when the day came that I did visit the Western Wall, surprisingly I related more to the atheists.  

 
It started when college came around and I almost took a whole new outlook on religion. 

I took a philosophy course first semester and began to see how liberating it felt just to live by 
your own rules, your personal moral compass, and not stringently stick to any set of beliefs just 
because you’re told to. My friend had me join the Secular Student Alliance, which he had 
started on campus and the discussions we had made me feel really safe and comfortable in my 
own skin, like I didn’t need to wear a façade anymore. I was able to talk about my true beliefs 
rather than the ones I felt I only believed because they were spoon-fed to me.  

 
This is when the volte-face took place. I started not only derailing myself from certain 

sets of rules and regiments, but got almost disheartened when certain people would put 
religion above everything else in their life. For instance, when a friend would claim certain 
things about their religion as fact and expect me to go along with it leading to pretty blind 
arguments as neither of us considered what the other believed only what we did. I was part of 
Chabad on campus but couldn’t tell them about my involvement with the Secular Student 
Alliance because I was afraid of being ostracized, meanwhile I could tell the seculars about my 
involvement in Chabad and they encouraged me to explore my beliefs. Everything consistently 
confused me because Chabad would tell me one thing, Hillel would tell me another, my 
textbooks would tell me something different, and I’d not even know where I stood on the issue 
to begin with!     
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Until I went to Israel I was having this war inside my head over what my true beliefs 

were and what I classified myself as. When we finally visited the wall I had two prayers written 
down, one for my town and one for me. You better bet they had nothing to do with any of the 
sins I’ve committed! I went to the wall and read from the V’ahafta wrapped with it between my 
eyes and by my heart. I remember specifically fumbling over certain words and thinking about 
how long it’s been since I read this by myself. What really surprised me was that after putting 
my prayers in the wall it somehow seemed to come to life. It was as if God himself was within 
the infrastructure. I know it’s considered “just a wall,” but isn’t anything just a collection of 
molecules until we give it meaning? Before praying we were told what to expect of the people 
there. For example there would be people crying, people getting really emotional, and some 
people walking backwards as if never to turn their back on the wall. After putting my prayers in 
I realized I subconsciously started doing this, mainly to see how tall the wall really was. But part 
of me really felt something otherworldly about that ancient artifact. I humbled myself before it 
and, almost like taking a truth serum, was able to understand all that I have been going 
through. Within a matter of seconds all of my beliefs and religious experiences seemed to play 
out in my mind like a flip cartoon. And then, all at once, they stopped and I just remember 
thinking to myself in a stance of triumphant grandeur: “I don’t know whether or not all of this is 
true. I doubt I will ever have a way of knowing if all of this is true. But if it gives so many people 
so much meaning, including myself, than that’s good enough for me.”   

 
And with that, the war in my head had seemed to come to a stalemate. Don’t get me 

wrong, it’s not like I’ve stopped questioning my beliefs. It’s just that I’ve accepted the fact that I 
could never stop questioning my beliefs and that’s what makes some of them so strong to 
begin with. I also learned that I am no different than some the rest of my fellow Jewish people. 
We were born to debate and question and wonder and find meaning in doing so. For how 
would we be if we just accepted everything we were told? So now I know how to classify myself 
when it comes to religion. It never really changed, it just grew stronger. I know now that I am, 
was, and will always be a Jew. You could say it’s in my culture, you could say it’s in my blood, or 
you could say it’s in my beliefs. But I say it’s just who I am and I’ve never been prouder of it.    
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The Boy and His Soldier 
 

 Imagine every soldier in the Israeli Defense Forces was assigned a child. To watch over, 
protect, and serve as a role model for. Some children aren’t that close to their soldiers, and they 
serve as more of a guardian angel than a physical patron. And others are closer to their soldiers 
than ever. And when the child grows up and serves in the army themselves they are assigned a 
child as well. Letting go of practicality and entertaining this notion as more of a metaphor than 
a realistic proposal, consider each soldier assigned to their child long after they pay their dues to 
the army. Long after they become the next doctors, lawyers, and leaders of Israel. Long after 
they even take their last breath.  
 
 “Whoooooa!” I gaped, “Man, I want to be a soldier some day.” I said to my neighbor, 
Cousin Moshe, as we sat down in the grass in his backyard looking at pictures from a shoebox 
he had been updating every so often with memories and moments from his time serving in the 
IDF. In this particular picture he was lined up with the other soldiers from his base standing in 
front of a giant stone monument. I rummaged through the other things in his box, which 
consisted of more pictures, his dog tags, and other random, but meaningful items to him like a 
red Hand-of-God bracelet. I looked over at the little houses that lined the hills of Jerusalem in 
front of us staring out at the canopy of block-like structures, stacked almost one on top of the 
other in a mosaic of beiges, Earthy reds, and dirt oranges. Next to me was Cousin Moshe, a big, 
olive-skinned man with dark brown hair and an always-grinning expression . I called him my 
cousin only he wasn’t really my cousin. He was my neighbor and best friend since birth, but we 
weren’t related by blood. I only called him my cousin because that’s how close we were. Only I 
heard that in Hawaii everybody calls everybody cousin, even strangers, even foreigners. I’d sure 
like that, because it would mean everybody I’d meet would be like Moshe is to me. Always 
there for each other, always smiling, always making your scariest moments your happiest. And 
cousins don’t hurt other cousins the way people hurt each other here.  
 
 I looked at all of the soldiers in the picture, mannequins lined up side by side, and 
wondered how many of them there were out there serving us and fighting our war. “So how 
many are there?” I asked, just like that. “You know, how many soldiers?” I expected anyone 
else to think of this as a strange question, but Moshe was the type of friend to me that nothing 
was ever strange to.     
 
 “A lot. After graduating high school everybody joins for at least two years. You don’t 
have to fight exactly, but you have to serve.”  
 

He sounded too serious today. I didn’t want an answer like that, I knew the answer to 
my own question, I just wanted him to tell me something that would make me smile in awe and 
maybe crack a laugh.  

 
“No, I mean how many soldiers are there? Give me an estimate!” I lay back against the 

ground and put my hands behind my head like a beach bum on an island paradise. There was a 
pause, but it didn’t bother me, for I was always comfortable around Moshe. His company 
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always made me happy, but in a different way. Not like the happy you get from an ice cream 
sandwhich, or from your favorite television show, but the kind of happy you get when your with 
your family or a school friend. The kind of happy that makes you feel safe.  

 
“Okay, um… they uhh…” He began and I could tell he was thinking of the perfect 

answer. He always had the perfect answer to my questions. “Okay! There are enough soldiers 
for every child in Israel! And, and every soldier is assigned to a child, to take care of them, and 
watch over them, and then they become a soldier and do the same!”  

 
I giggled loudly with my mouth with amazement. My next question was me being an 

attention seeker, for I already knew the answer. I feel like a lot of the time we seek advice and 
look for answers to questions we already know. It just sounds better coming from another 
person, especially when you can trust that person and know what they say is usually fact. 
Sometimes just hearing their voice is enough. Just hearing them address a concern you may 
have, no matter what they actually say.  

 
“So who’s my soldier,” was my question, as I smiled widely, hearing the static sounds of 

my city between the pauses in our conversation. 
 
“Why, me of course!” He announced to the sky as he turned to me.  
 
“Now drop and give me twenty!” I shouted, trying to put my best drill sergeant voice on.  
 
“You wish!” He cackled and ruffled a hand over my hair as I tried to shake it away.  
 
“Rubin! Rubin! ROOOOOOBEEEHHHHHNNNN!” My mom shrieked in a voice that startled 

me like an alarm clock, waking my body from even the most dormant state of being. Moshe 
lifted my up from the ground and we walked through the miniscule gap between our houses 
and into mine on the left. As I entered the kitchen the tiles felt like ice under my naked feet. My 
mom was picking up the cleats and soccer socks that I left strewn all over our floor when I 
arrived inside, initially thinking I was getting a punishment and standing next to Moshe so he 
could defend anything I was getting blamed for the way he always did. Only when my mom 
turned around she was much less angry looking than I had ever saw her. She had been putting 
on that somber face a lot lately and every time I think I’m in for it for doing something like 
staying up past bedtime or leaving my stuff around the house she simply asks me how I’m 
feeling and forgives me. It used to be a lot different before the accident and I’d get in huge 
trouble for doing something like that or at least a lecture or something other than an “It’s 
okay… how are you feeling?”  

 
“I’m good,” I’d respond. For that’s really the only response you can give when an elder 

asks you how you are feeling. “Did you need me for something?”  
 
“Yes, do you remember the conversation we had a few days ago? The one about… uh… 

leaving?” She hesitated, for she knew how that conversation went. But it was unavoidable. It 
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needed to be addressed again, whether or not I was ready to hear it. And every time I even 
think about the notion of leaving it gives me these pressing feelings. These large feelings. After 
the “accident” (as my mother sometimes referred to it as, I can’t blame her. Who would do 
something like that on purpose?) I’ve been having a hard time putting my thoughts into words 
out loud, which is unusual for me because I’m always a chatterbox. But nevertheless I’d fumble 
and stutter and sound confused and scared like a small frail child, like a balloon about to pop. 
Moshe would tell me whenever I just couldn’t describe what I was feeling about a certain 
situation or idea that made me feel weak to just call it “large.” Thinking about leaving is large, 
wondering why that man did what he did that day in the marketplace is large, why so many 
people hurt and kill and hate is large, what happens after you die is large, everything I can’t 
explain without driving myself absolutely mad is large! But I couldn’t avoid what was large 
anymore, because the more I avoid the larger it becomes. And it is never impossible to shrink it 
down, Moshe says. To make it so small that it doesn’t even affect you anymore. To the point 
when it becomes a grain of dust and eventually disappears. But avoiding it isn’t the same as 
doing that, no matter how many times I told myself it was.  

 
“Yeah, I remember.” I said, trying to focus on the hanging yellow sun in the distance. 

Trying because, I knew if I focused on her words I’d start to cry and I’ve been doing a good job 
of choking back all my tears and keeping them hidden in a box inside the cages of my bones.  

 
“Well, your father and I have talked it over multiple times and finally decided it’s time to 

make a decision. You can visit whenever you want and you won’t be too far away. We’re just 
going to go farther south to live with grandma and my sister, your aunt, and make a decision 
from there about leaving all together. We……… be far from……. different country…… known for 
being safe………. all we want for you………. but your friends and family……….. never be 
forgotten.”  Her words faded in and out as I just tried my hardest not to get too emotional. 
Looking off to her left at the mosaic of houses as I noticed her beckoning blue eyes boring into 
me and her golden hair dangling off to the side. Her image, like her words, started to blur in and 
out of perspective as my eyes were overcome with a salty, wet filter that blanketed my vision 
into a collage of pixels. The next thing I felt was a hand on my shoulder and her warm embrace.  

 
“We just want to keep our family safe. And that starts with staying together.” She 

began, and I just held onto her, feeling a mixture of different emotions melting together as I 
wanted to scream, cuss, cry, and just collapse all at once.  

 
“I know, but— my friends are here— we have… we are safe, Moshe is… I… uhh… I don’t 

want to go!” I shouted, reverting back to the life of the child I was slowly emerging out of in my 
eleventh year on Earth. I knew what words I wanted to say, and I could think them, but not 
actually say them, for thinking happens incessantly and simultaneously. And sometimes you 
can’t even control your thoughts, they just all flow out at once. It’s like when you— I wonder 
what’s for dinner— are turning on— I could really go for a swim right now— the faucet and— I 
wonder what it’s like to die— everything comes out all at once. Like a breaking dam whose 
source of water is never ending.  
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Mom says it’s to keep us safe, but I really don’t think anyplace is safe anymore. In fact, I 
don’t think any place ever was safe to begin with. Everyone, everywhere has their own monster 
to face, and running away to it is just going to bring you a new one. And this time you won’t 
even have a clue on how to fight it. I could imagine being introduced to a group of new people 
in a new area, maybe a school, maybe a camp, or maybe even waiting in line at the grocery 
store. Anyway, we’d all be the same age with differences in height, eyes color, maybe even skin 
color and of course personality because no two snowflakes are exactly the same. But what we’d 
have in common outweighs this. You could read in on the lines in our faces, the depth in our 
eye sockets, the way the talk, sound and breathe. It would start with someone saying, Hey, 
where are you from? And I’d continue with telling them about my home in Jerusalem. They’d 
say where, and I’d let them know it was right outside Ben Yehuda Street. They’d maybe tell me 
a few stories they know about it, and follow in a more somber tone. An apologetic tone. Hey 
isn’t that where… Yes, I’d say. Yes, that’s where the attack took place last December. By the 
suicide bomber. We’re okay now. It really shook the town, but we can make it through this, we 
always do.  

 
I know this sounds really twisted, but I think overtime it would be broken down to a 

science, a formula of sorts. That’s the way it would feel like, as though I’d be saying the same 
thing over and over again to the point where I’d go numb from telling it. I’d be in a group of 
people and they’d ask, What happened in your town? And I’d give this simple response. 
Terrorist attack. 13 Fatalities. What about you? Hurricane. Streets flooded. Where are you 
from? East of here. Isn’t that where the riots took place? Yep. And we’d all nod and give 
condolences and offer a helping hand. We’d say the same apologies and tell them it’s all right 
and they’d say how it makes us stronger and all we could do is work together to make it 
through this and on and on and on because we all know we are in the same place.  And we all 
know what makes us human. I hate thinking like this.  

 
What happened in your town? Terrorist attack. 13 Fatalities.  
 
A while ago my mom came home from work in hysterics. She was freaking out over 

something that had happened in the office. Did she lose paperwork? Was she about to get 
fired? Was it something much bigger than this? I don’t even remember, all I know is that she 
called my dad. They were talking on the phone for what seemed like forever (which is five 
minutes to a kid) and all I wanted was to go to the park. What stuck with me though was after 
my dad went on and on and gave my mom the best advice he could she simply said, I know. I 
know. I really don’t even think I needed to ask you. It’s just hearing your voice that made me 
realize. I didn’t even know back then that the simple sound of somebody’s voice could bring 
you up from the darkest slums, cover your in warm blanketing, douse your dry throat with a 
revitalizing stream of water, and take you back home.  

 
What happened in your town? Terrorist attack. 13 Fatalities.  
 
I subtly brought all of this up to Moshe and he told me a secret when it comes to 

meeting a new group of people. It was when I was complaining about not wanting to leave, he 
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told me this secret. Only it isn’t the type of secret that you want to keep hidden, because most 
of the time those are superficial gossip stories like who’s been kissing who. This type of secret is 
only called a secret because most people don’t know it. It’s the type you want to tell a friend, or 
write down on paper or shout to the sky. Anyway, it goes as follows. Whenever you’re entering 
a new place, whether it be a school, or a camp, or even the line at the grocery store, try to see 
someone you know in each new person you meet. Find a characteristic about them that seems 
familiar, be it the shape of their face, the way they smile, or the way they say hello. Take this a 
little further. When you enter a new place, instead of just imagining a similarity between 
everybody and the people you already know, pretend you already know everybody. Know that 
everybody is on your side, trying the same experiment without even knowing it, subconsciously 
working towards making you the person they will imagine in the future… when entering a new 
place. Then you won’t feel so far from home because, well, the world is your home.   

 
 I sat in the little alcove behind the wooden table in Cousin Moshe’s office while I 
listened closely and giggled to the sound of his bear-like footsteps drumming up and down in 
rhythmic harmony. This was my hiding spot. My base. My bunker. I peeked out at his office, and 
looked over by the window, which was propped a bit open. All of my neighbor’s houses were 
built on a hill nearly touching, so that when you looked at them from afar the hill just 
resembled one giant piece of stone. Moshe would always let me into his house through the 
window because it was closest to my bedroom. I was getting big enough to not even need his 
help in getting over anymore. It was then I noticed Moshe starting for his office. I held my 
breath and my tongue to stifle back laughs. Moshe was starting to see a pattern in my hiding 
spots. I could fool my friends over and over with the same spot in each of their houses. Behind 
the curtain on top of the counter in Isaac’s. Inside the kitchen cabinet in Ted’s. Under the couch 
and to the left in Jordan’s. But Moshe was practically an adult, and kiddie tricks didn’t work on 
him. I guess I didn’t mind, the game was still fun. And maybe I wanted to be found. For if I 
didn’t why would I be playing? It needs to end sometime, doesn’t it? I sat in my little alcove 
until I heard Moshe shout, “Hey, who’s been playing around in my office!?”   
 
 Sometimes I get flashbacks. Intervals of feelings and pictures in my mind from that day. 
They come and go in waves of pressing, aching, overwhelming… it’s just too large for me to 
think of. I’d be running on the playground with my friend and suddenly think I’m seeing clouds 
of smoke up ahead. Only it would be fog. And I’d know this, but for some reason break down 
and fall to the floor and pinch my eyes shut and not want to leave or stay or do anything at all! 
I’d be with my mom at the shook on a busy day and we’d get separated for a brief moment and 
I’d feel like everybody around me is in danger. I’d know they are safe, but that wouldn’t stop 
me from crying out for help until my throat hurts. I’d see a strange man walk into a restaurant 
and watch them with a wide and glossy eye until they leave knowing they mean no harm but 
feeling, deep inside, that maybe they come from the same place with the same goal as the man 
who caused the explosions. Whenever I’m in a situation like this it takes whoever I’m with to 
snap me out of it. I’ve spoken to “professionals” about it, but it really does me no better than 
speaking to a friend. I know what they are going to say, it’s just hearing their voice that makes 
me realize.  
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 Then there are times when I know I’m not the only one who all of this is taking a toll on. 
Some people can do a great job of keeping it hidden, of stuffing it in the smallest wooden box 
inside the most labyrinthine corridor of their inside self. The self that only comes out in the dark 
at night and manifests itself as a force that not only children are afraid of. Sometimes the 
scariest monsters don’t have sharp teeth and claws. And then there are others who haven’t 
kept it hidden, but have fought it, down to a stubble, by just not letting it get the better of 
them. Valiant men, who point their gun in the face of this monster and tell it, thou shalt not 
pass! But even the strongest man has an Achilles heel. One day about a month or so after the 
“accident” Moshe was supposed to pick me up from school because my mom was staying late 
at work and my dad always works until late at night. I waited with my friend Isaac as everybody 
started to go, some walking as the lived nearby and others getting picked up. More and more 
people went and it was getting late so my teacher had informed us they were about to lock up 
the school. Me and my friend just sat at the steps outside and let the arid heat sink into our 
skin. Isaac finally said he needed to get home or his mom would have his head and at those 
words something in me made my heart pound even harder, sending a reverberating thump-
thump beat throughout my entire sweat-stained body. It was then I saw Moshe pull up and run 
out of his sleek, navy blue car with a nervous look on his face. Somehow mine must have 
transitioned onto his. We got home and I saw Moshe exit the car with me in front of him as my 
mom ran over and embraced me before looking up at Moshe with biting eyes.  
 
 “Where were you? You were supposed to have him home and hour ago! I was so 
worried! Rubin, are you okay? How are you feeling?” She asked, kneeling down to look at me.  
 

I was calming down, the interval of fear vanishing as I knew I was safe. the large 
thoughts dissipating. I was just curious, no startled, about where Moshe had been, what had 
made him so late, was he okay?   

 
“What is the matter with you, Moshe!? This is so unlike you! Where were you?” She 

started to sputter, to trip over her words the way I did. I could tell she was livid, and it was kind 
of surreal to see her anger directed at somebody else. It made me a bit uneasy.  

 
“I was just at the bar with a few friends, I must have lost track of time!” He must have 

hit her secret button, for her expression turned from 1 to 10 on the anger meter.  
 
“Where you drinking?” She managed to choke out, voice raising into a shrill cry. 
 
“What? No—” 
 
“Where you drinking?” She affirmed, staring daggers into his flesh, before he finally 

broke composure.  
 
“No! I can’t believe you’d even think to ask that! I’m a mature man, I wouldn’t think to, 

wouldn’t dare to put my life or his in danger like that!”  
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I knew he was telling the truth. There were days he did drink and I could tell because he 
acted very different, very loud and overly excitable. At first I kind of wanted to act like that too, 
until he got sick later that night and I made a silent vow not to touch alcohol, although 
sometimes my dad lets me have a sip of his beer. I knew he must have been in real great 
trouble to have been that late. My mom should have know this too, but I guess she was just 
being precautionary.  

 
 “Then why were you late? It was a simple task, pick up my son!  
 And you failed to do that! You’re his role model, you—” 
 
 “I know that! Of course I do! But I’m only human! And I make mistakes, and get scared, 
and confused and worried too!”  
 
  And here I was, in the midst of two adults shouting at each other like the child would 
who they were both trying to protect. 
 
 “What does that have to do with anything? What happened Moshe?” She sounded 
more urgent and her voice lowered to a somber plea for balance and composure.  
 
 “There was another attack today. Much smaller than the one at Ben Yehuda, but at least 
five people were killed. I heard about it at the bar and completely forgot where I was.”  
 
 I wanted to shut my ears. I wanted to cry. To shout. To beg and plead and demand that 
God put a stop to all of this. My skin shook. My knees wavered. My eyes grew heavy. I thought 
about running. Running as far as I could just to get away, to somehow break into the 
atmosphere and tear open a rift that led to a separate universe where everybody loves 
everybody and sees something familiar in each new person they meet. And play hide and seek. 
And go to the park. And laugh. And love. And everybody calls everybody cousin. And there is no 
war. And no fighting. And each house is built right next to its neighbor. And everybody climbs 
throw the windows every so often when they want to see their friends. Because everybody is 
friends. Maybe leaving wouldn’t be such a bad thing if that was were I went.  
 
 But that wasn’t where I’d be going.  
 
 Why take everything that I held so close away from me? 
 
 What happened in your town? Terrorist attack. 13 Fatalities.  
 
 I didn’t even want to think about what would happen in my new town.  
 
 So I ran.  
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It was an overcast day in December about a few months ago with swirling streaks of 
gray dancing and twirling in the sky among the vast shadowy abyss that blanketed the oblivion 
above us. When the smoke started I couldn’t even tell the difference. It just looked like the sky 
was coming down to Earth. Then came fire and I couldn’t tell whether or not what I was seeing 
was really there. I just remember feeling really hot and really nervous, like every blood vessel in 
my body had experienced a surge of pressure like an open faucet. Suddenly, and almost 
involuntarily I thought of every biblical story where God had sent fire from the sky and although 
then I couldn’t process it, later on during sleepless nights I’d question what my people had 
done to be given such a punishment. My body had gone numb, as if frozen in amber, but 
somehow I was being rushed away from the carnage of my city. Somehow I was being brought 
to safety, and for a split second all I saw was a nightmare vignette I can never evade from my 
mind that still, after all these days, I can see flashes of behind my eyelids. Then they were 
covered by a giant, olive-skinned, hand. At the time something inside me made me think it was 
the hand of God.  
 
 But before all of this it was me, my mom, and Moshe sitting in a tiny little restaurant 
looking out onto Ben Yehuda Street. Moshe was in his uniform, as he had just gotten back from 
his base and hadn’t had time to change out of it yet. That and I never saw him in his uniform 
with all his gadgets and gizmos before and had been begging to forever. He was telling us a 
story about another soldier he was friends with. It was a funny story about a really genuinely 
happy guy and a dog he found, but I can’t remember the details. Probably because Moshe 
stopped midsentence and just stared for a moment in time before telling my mom we needed 
to go, followed by shrieks and shouts and an abrupt, overbearing roar that only a beast could 
make. My mom had been yanking on my arm to make me go, but I couldn’t flinch. I was just 
staring out at the smoke meeting the sky in one gray entity. Then Moshe scooped me up and 
put his hand over my face in an effort to prevent me from seeing the image that has haunted 
me since. Then the whole world just became a half-lit palm, warm and salty, before my eyes 
closed too and transformed it to utter blackness.  
 
 I learned later, or kind of forced my parents to teach me, all about the suicide bomber 
who took the lives of so many people that day at Ben Yehuda Street. After learning that it kind 
of made things worse. I guess because it never really sank in what was going on for a while. I 
never really looked at the “accident” as an attack until finding that out and when I did it just 
made my mind go on overdrive, leaving me questioning everything, worrying about so much 
that didn’t need to be worried about, and looking back even when I knew there was nothing I 
could possibly do about the situation. That was when things started becoming large. I’d start to 
have thoughts that— I wonder what’s for dinner— really made me scared— I could really go for 
a swim right now— because I have never thought about them before— I wonder what it’s like 
to die. It’s like my mind was a breaking dam whose source of water was never-ending.   
     
 
 That was when I stopped running and instead hid. I was in a place I knew I’d get found, 
but maybe that’s what I wanted. Or maybe I just wanted to be left in the dark and this was the 
best I could do. I didn’t even know what I wanted anymore as I held my knees against my chest 
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in my hiding place and waited. Sobbing, softly into my rough and scratchy kneecaps as thoughts 
ran through my head again and I wished I could just turn it all off! Make it all stop! It was too 
much for me to bear. I didn’t know why all of this had escalated so greatly. Or why people feel 
the need to kill over topics like religion, race, or the subtle differences in humanity. Or what it’s 
like to die, or to die in the name of such a tragedy like the man who had killed all those people. I 
didn’t know any of this, but what I knew for certain was I absolutely did not want to leave now.  
 
 That’s when Moshe ran into his office and I lifted my head up as the tears flooded my 
rosy cheeks and ran down my shirt. He approached me with ease and looked me in the eye with 
a somber expression.  
 
 “What are you doing? How did you get here?” He began and I let him know I was getting 
older than he thought with my next sentence. 
 
 “I climbed through the window.” I whined, whimpering and falling over my breaths in 
rapid succession.  
 
 “You’re mother’s looking for you in your house like crazy! Why did you run like that…” 
He sighed. “I knew you’d be here. And I’m sorry you need to go through all of this Rubin, but…” 
He started. He was sifting through his thoughts the way I always did trying to find the right 
words that would make everything alright the way he always did. For once, however, it seemed 
that we were more similar than I could ever imagine. And then he spoke. “But I’m your soldier 
and I’ll never let anything happen to you.”  
 
 But I wouldn’t hold back my words. Like my tears they just came out, “How do you know 
that? We’re leaving and I’ll… I’ll have to do all of this on my own!” 
 
 “No you won’t! You have your parents! And you could visit—”   
 
 “But what if we leave the country, like my mom and dad said we might do? And they’re 
not always there, you are! You’re the one who saved me that day, not them!” Now I couldn’t 
move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. I was all out of thoughts that needed to be addressed. I 
ran dry.  
 
 “Don’t say that! You know that’s not true!” He shouted, with rising anger in his voice. He 
had never sounded so angry at me. And I don’t blame him, I would have hit myself hard upside 
the head if I heard myself say that out loud from his position. Nevertheless, I don’t regret saying 
it. Feeling it, but not saying it. It was what had probably caused all those large feelings to begin 
with, all those held back emotions that boiled into flashbacks and waves of fear and worry. I 
was waiting for what would come next in Moshe’s disapproving reaction, but then, in an almost 
cosmic turnaround, he returned to his warm and confident disposition. It was like magic, as if 
some alien force had invaded his mind and changed what it had been programmed to think 
about what had come out of my mouth. Only it was genuine because… like myself… he knew I 
didn’t mean what I said. I had felt it, but deep down didn’t mean it. And that was partly why it 
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needed to be addressed. So Moshe could find the perfect words again and right my wrong. So 
he could change my mind. So he said something that wasn’t about my parents, for I knew and 
he knew they would always be there for me. He said something that wasn’t about what 
happened that day, because I knew and he knew that was just how it happened and there was 
nothing that could change it. He said something instead that explained it all and it went like 
this… “People only leave your life when you let them.”   
 

12 years later  
 

 And I didn’t let anyone from Jerusalem leave my life. What I didn’t realize as a child was 
how close everything really was in retrospect. We visited every weekend at first (my parents 
had to slowly get me out of this habit, and by slowly I mean kicking and screaming) and 
eventually visits became incredible. Almost more incredible than some of the days me and 
Moshe and my home friends spent together when I lived there. My mom said it’s because 
sometimes you need to have something taken away from you to realize how much you need it. 
I also spent a lot more time with my mom and dad, and the whole family. My grandma’s house 
was much bigger than our old one and fit my cousins, aunt and uncle. In other words, I never 
needed to worry about being alone. What was also great was that our neighbor’s had a kid 
around Moshe’s age. Her name was Sarah and before meeting her my mom told me stories 
about how she served in the IDF a few years ago. I meet her for the first time when I saw her 
coming out of her house while I played in the grass with my cousin. She approached me and I 
felt kind of timid at first, but then thought about what Moshe said about meeting knew people. 
Try to see someone you know in each new person you meet. I thought as she came over and her 
deep brown hair danced by her side.  
 
 “Hey,” She started, “I hear you like to play hide-and-seek,” I just smiled, wondering if 
she’d catch on to my hiding spot.  
 
 Then came school and meeting everyone there as “the new kid.” It really wasn’t as 
terrible as we made it out to seem back then. One boy came up to me, he reminded me of 
Isaac, and started with, Hey, where are you from? And I continued with telling him about my 
home in Jerusalem. He said where, and I let him know it was right outside Ben Yehuda Street. It 
was then I felt the weight of my little terrifying scenario playing in my head, but to my surprise 
he beamed, “I love that place!”    
 
 One day when I visited Moshe he was having dinner with a tall, gorgeous women who 
he said he met at the University he started studying at. I didn’t know it then, but I was going to 
see the women a whole lot more. And eventually be chosen by her and Moshe to be their 
child’s godfather. But that wasn’t all I was to their beautiful child, Rebecca.  
 
 I often think back about the conversation I had with Moshe about each soldier being 
assigned a child. It’s just one of those things from your childhood that seem to mean a lot to 
you, but you doubt anyone else could feel the same way about it. And when you try to explain 
it you trip and stumble over your words like the child you were when you experienced it. I 
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would forget about that conversation though, sometimes, and something would happen that 
would remind me, like just Moshe doing something ridiculous in public to break me out of my 
comfort zone, or when I’d be thinking large thoughts again and he’d find the perfect words to 
say. I used to bring it up to Moshe when I thought about it, but stopped a while after we 
moved. There was one day, however, after I had been in the IDF for a year or so, that I was 
playing with Rebecca and it had come time for her to go to bed and she had turned to Moshe 
and said, “But I don’t want to leave my soldier!” I gave him a look that I could swear encased in 
it the face of the child I had been all those years ago. And still am today.     
 

-Brian Stieglitz 
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