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These words are for the incandescent eternal boy who will always be here, right here, but in such a new way. I have to learn to read this map.


Hersh, I love you, my sweet boy. Let me always feel your love and your light.









 


 


 


Words are redemptive.


             —TAL SESSLER









Contents


Author’s Note


Prologue: Where’s Waldo?


Part I: The Before


The Beginning


Aunt Nameless


The End of The Before


Death in Tehran


Part II: The After


I Remember. I Don’t Remember.


Screaming into Gaza


The End


This Hallway


Burying Myself


Shiva


Part III: Lost in The After


The Ugly Beginning


Shabbat


The Fact of Sisyphus


Hershsickness


Hersh’s Words


Death in Tel Sultan


Just Four Words


Finally Meeting Light


Part IV: Still The After


Hiding and Seeking


Dreams


Snapshots from The Before


Swimming Across the World


Book Club with Ghosts


Father Abraham


Part V: The Ever After


Mapping The New World


Friendly Skies


Jarring Hope


The World Didn’t Change Them


Relief


The City of Hope


A Match Made in Heaven


When We See You Again


Afterword by Jon Polin









Author’s Note


Once upon a time, I was meandering down the road of life with my husband, Jon. It was a regular and beige life, and it worked. It was a warm beige. We felt, and were, blessed and lucky. Normal.


Suddenly, one day, while walking along our way, a metaphorical 18-wheeler semitruck hit us from behind and broke every bone in our bodies. All 412 of our combined bones were fractured, our spirits were mangled, and our hearts were stolen. Our life was stolen.


That day was October 7th, 2023.


Our only son, Hersh, our eldest child, had just turned twenty-three four days before. He was attending a music festival advertised as being for Love, Unity, and Peace. Terrorists descended on the festival, and on other communities in the area, killing more than 1,200 people, torturing and raping hundreds, and stealing 251 of them.


After having his dominant left forearm blown off by a grenade, Hersh was taken from the bomb shelter in which twenty-nine music lovers were hiding. He was loaded onto a pickup truck with three other young wounded men. They were driven to where they all endured an odyssey of suffering, starvation, and torment that is hard for me to cook into digestible words.


The hostages taken on October 7th were from twenty-eight different countries. They were Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists. The youngest hostage was a nine-month-old redheaded baby, and the oldest was an eighty-six-year-old grandfather.


Some were released in negotiated diplomatic agreements after 52 days. Some were released after 491 days. Some after 738 days. Some were murdered and their bodies were taken to be used as bargaining chips. After 843 impossible days, the final deceased hostage was returned to his family for proper burial.


Some survived in their macabre captivity until they were killed, hundreds of days later, in their subterranean infernos. This is what happened to my Hersh. He and five other young, luminous, and beloved hostages endured starvation, torment, lack of hygiene, and a complete severance from the world in cramped tunnels, sixty-six feet underground, without electricity or plumbing, for 328 days. And then they were all executed, at close range. Most with the guns pushing into their skin while they were shot numerous times.


Their bodies were returned to their families on Day 330. They were all skeletal, filthy (the coroner estimated they had not bathed in months), bearing scars of torture, and riddled with close-range bullet wounds. Hersh had six. And his hair was covered in gunpowder.


This is the backdrop to the forever journey along which Jon and I now limp, and though the backdrop is peculiar, I have learned that the specifics of what leads to pain are not critical to understanding actual suffering. But I share those details so that you don’t feel lost in learning about our loss.


Since this collision, I have discovered suffering is all the same. Same, same. The set design of how things unfold for each of us varies, but loss is loss. So your suffering is like mine.


And mine is like yours. Mine has been quite public, but otherwise the same.


I sat down and started to write. In chunks, I wrapped packages of burning. I shoveled out my pain in the form of words. I hand these words over now.


I chose to start writing without time or distance from the impact, so I have no perspective. I am still under that truck of trauma this very second as I tap, tap, tap out these words. There is no panoramic landscape of healing to swallow this content with context. I am in the throes. I am here.


What I realize now, since my heart is shattered into tiny pieces, is that it is easier to share than when it was one mighty, solid, and strong heart.


So please take a shard. Be careful, they are sharp.


What binds us is pain. Pain is pain is pain is pain is all part of this enterprise of being human. We will each experience these sensations at some point. Having heard from thousands of others who share the challenges that grief and suffering hand us, we cobble together how to stumble through another day in this world without a part of us here.


Part of Jon and me is now buried in the ground, overlooking a forest. It’s pretty there. And quiet. But we are still here. What does it look like here now?


Come in, and I’ll tell you.


Rachel Goldberg-Polin,


February 2026









PROLOGUE


Where’s Waldo?


I see from far away that it’s not him.


I can spot exactly what is not him about them, those Waldo impostors. I want to feel breathless confusion, even for a fleeting catch in my chest. Is that him? But no, it never happens, because I know every inch of his movements and proportions. They are charred into my memory. I beg, never let me forget.


He had narrow shoulders. He swayed forward and didn’t stand up completely within the full frame he was allotted. He had a solid walk that didn’t make noise or have an attitude. His gait looked perfect from behind. His ankles were neither pronated nor supinated. His feet were neither pigeon-toed nor duck-footed. Completely straight, pointing forward. His shoes wore down evenly.


When he stood next to Jon, he was shorter by a breath. He would get there. When he was young, we measured his boneage. The endocrinologist said he was delayed by two years. So we always thought he was still growing.


He was a quiet presence when he sat there, and he always seemed to be listening or looking off into the distance. Passively tranquil. His resting face was serenely placid, leaning toward boredom. His expression could have made him a good poker player. Or judge. He could never look mean or tough. It didn’t work for him. If he tried, it looked fake.


His hands were normal. Their size, like the temperature of Goldilocks’ porridge . . . just right. He never bit his nails, but his hands never looked actively nice. They were a combination of mine and Jon’s, and for some reason that didn’t quite work.


His beard was sparse. He wanted it to be fuller, and would grow it for months, but at a certain point it seemed to be growing back into his face. It had had enough, so the length stayed put.


His nostrils were shaped like small kidney beans. His nose had been delicate and discreet. Then it was broken, when he was seventeen years old, in a pickup basketball game during Passover in Georgia, and it became a nose.


His eyes were cookies. I couldn’t find the pupils within the dark chocolate–brown irises. Always, always, always his eyes looked tired, no matter what. The hooded upper lids sloped downward toward the outer edges, almost Asian. His lashes were long, but straight, not reaching upward, but forward. His brows were everywhere, and he rebuffed his sisters’ and my offers to tame them.


His hair was neither thick nor thin. He always preferred it long. He was sure by the time he was thirty it would be gone. I don’t know why. He wanted to be hairier in general, and would ask why he had my genes in the hair department.


His toes spread when resting. The big toe on each foot wanted its space and did not like hanging out with the others. It stayed aloof with room for a pencil-width between it and the next four. The big toe was the longest, followed by three long and thin middle toes. I would put a finger next to his toes to show they were longer than my fingers. The baby toe on each foot knew its place and was appropriately small and slightly curved toward the peer adjacent to it. His feet were narrow. Size twelve.


He had a small freckle on his right cheek, one of those tiny brown marks many people have. Maybe it was a birthmark, I don’t know. He had one scar, low in the middle of his forehead, where he had a cyst removed when he was in fourth grade. The plastic surgeon said to him, “It will leave a scar to match your mother’s.” I said, “Mine is a wrinkle.” The doctor with the Russian accent peered over his glasses and scrutinized my face for a passing moment, made a noise, looked down, and kept writing.


His front tooth had a line across it, horizontally, from when he turned thirteen, just after his bar mitzvah. He pushed on the wrong brake on his bike and went flying over the handlebars. He came to me in the house and said, “I think I lost my tooth.” But his braces had anchored the top half of the tooth, securing it into his gums. The bonding to fix the broken tooth was supposed to be temporary, but it was still there, awaiting a more final solution.


His ears were quiet and neutral. They didn’t stick out. They were neither big nor small. At some point he had an earring. Then he didn’t. Then he did.


His hands were not dexterous with small-motor tasks. His handwriting was always challenging to read, and he wrote most letters from the wrong direction. He would write many from the bottom up, which is what the teacher said not to do, and he ignored the dotted arrows on the worksheets sent home for practice.


In kindergarten, he went to speech therapy with a girl from his class, Ariella. It was a success. By the end of the year, they had both mastered whatever elocution impediments had conscripted them there. Among other hurdles, he conquered ch and sh—particularly important when one’s name is HerSH.


He had a raspy voice, even when he was a baby. I loved his voice. He didn’t whine. His singing voice was fine, but he didn’t own it. One of his grandparents joked that singing was not his best talent. They were kidding, but he took it seriously for some reason and was insulted. Or maybe he was kidding about being insulted.


He liked to pick his scabs or pimples, making terrible marks. He didn’t care. He prided himself on being able to delay gratification in general, but not with a scab or pimple. He needed to deal with those right away.


His legs were long and thin, on the edge of too thin, but not crossing the line.


He danced with ease and was comfortable in his body. His movements worked.


He would sit there in that corner of the couch. His corner. From the kitchen, while I cooked and chopped, I would sneak peeks at him. Trying not to get caught. Glancing at him from afar. Like all mothers do. I never got over him. He had a quiet presence and way of being without taking up room or air.


I would go to the closet to get a tablecloth, and like a cat hearing a tuna can open, he would quietly pop up in that Pavlovian way to come take one end of the twelve-foot-long cloth to help spread it over the extended table, whose three leaves I always left in. So many guests each Shabbat made it silly to take them out even during the week.


We had years when they were young that the kids would argue before Shabbat dinner over who got to sit next to me or Jon, and who had to sit next to a sibling and not a parent. We even had a rotation on the calendar that was affixed to the kitchen wall, with the initial of one of the kids on each Friday, H, L, O, H, L, O, H, L, O. So there would be no more fighting over whose turn it was. As they got older, he just took the seat across and one over from me, allowing one girl to be next to me and the other to be next to Jon.


He washed his dishes whenever he ate anything, and cleaned the cutting board, knives, and pots. But not well. I never criticized, because I was happy he was doing it. So I waited, and when he left the kitchen I would quickly rewash what he’d left in the drying rack. That might be bad parenting. I don’t know.


He loved beige food and dairy. He is the only vegetarian I know who ate no vegetables or fruit. People used to say, “What about corn? What about potatoes? What about grapes?” No, I said. No vegetables or fruit.


I never heard him shout. I know he shouted. Of course he shouted. He played sports. He cheered his favorite teams and would come home hoarse. He was a youth group counselor. He led chants and cheers at school. But I never heard that. He never raised his voice to either of us. Ever. There wasn’t a need, and it wasn’t his way. His brand at home was calm.


He would sit in a room and you would not feel him. His presence was gentle.


I never heard him snore. When I would go to wake him I was not sure he was in the room. I would touch him to make sure he was really there. He breathed gently.


He always carried my bag. Even if it was just my purse. Or if we were walking to shul and I had a little tote with tissues and a small gift for the hosts to whom we were going afterward for a meal. I never taught him that. He would just put out his hand the way Fred Astaire would hold out his for Ginger Rogers at the beginning of a dance. I would hand my bag to him. I loved that. I think it was a gesture saying he loved me. But maybe I am assigning it that meaning because I want it to have meant that. It was such a quiet gesture of kindness to me. I miss that. I carry my own bag now.


I was not his friend. I was his mother. I thought he was smart and well read. I thought he was hilarious; his sarcasm and humor were similar to mine. Sometimes dark, too dark, and inappropriate. I adored it.


We would work on the New York Times crossword puzzle together, but not at the same time. I would start on it early in the morning, and then leave it at his seat at the kitchen table with the pencil. I would come back after he had gone out for the day, and continue from where he had stopped working on it. Since he left, I have never done a printed crossword again.


His lips were neither thin nor thick, but shaped just so. He had this nice, subtle space just above his cheekbone. You could hardly see it. But I could.


When I blessed him he bent toward me and put his face downward to receive my words and love.


He asked questions and never interrupted. Anyone. He tilted his head slightly while listening.


Once we were at our synagogue for a performance, and a little boy ran by us while we sat in rows. He tripped over Hersh’s foot and Hersh caught him before he fell, and said to him—in English (which was strange)—“Hello, young man.” It always stayed with me. Why did he say that to him, and why in English?


He loved his friends. He loved us. I never thought otherwise.


He so wanted to be independent. He worked and saved and worked and saved. I found a message he sent to Jon and me right before Yom Kippur of 2023. I didn’t remember it at all. He had gone with Aner and Yaniv, his two best friends, to the forest in Jerusalem before the holiday began. Each of them was to be completely alone, apart from one another, to do the solitary practice called Hitbodedut. This is an art of meditation and prayer that Rebbe Nachman, the Chassidic master, introduced over two hundred years ago as a way to try to connect with one’s spiritual side, saturating oneself in aloneness. Hersh headed out dressed in white, with a prayer book, meditation books, a camping mat, and a sleeping bag. He took neither food nor water, since they were going to be fasting.


At 5:46 P.M., when the sun would be setting soon, he wrote to Jon and me:




Parents, Gmar Chatima Tova. Sorry for anything I may have done. I know it’s not easy for you, some of the decisions I’ve made, but especially since the army and really starting to live my life I’ve been very very happy.


As long as I live at home I of course don’t still feel fully independent and free like I’d like, but I’m happy that I can try to be a good son and hopefully this coming period now I’ll be able to go off and become more independent and really start becoming my own adult.


Love you and thank you for being good supportive parents. Chatima tova. [image: ]





I replied at 5:53 P.M.:




That was a great message to get going into the holiday. We love you, Hersh. Always. And we thank God every single day for you. And I never take for granted how respectful you are even during this time when you are off becoming your own person. You will be greatly rewarded by the universe and in your life for the respect and love you give us. So thank you for doing it especially when it is challenging. Have a meaningful holiday and may you be inscribed and sealed for a good, long and beautiful life. Luboo sweet boy





His armpits always smelled. Even after a shower. They smelled like mine.









PART I


The Before









The Beginning


In September 1982, I walked into my new school in Skokie, Illinois.


I was in eighth grade, not the year when one normally switches schools. But it had not been my decision. I was wearing my new purple Levi’s corduroy pants. Unbeknownst to me, girls wore skirts at Orthodox Jewish day schools, as did all the women who were teachers or administrators. So I was the only girl in the building that day wearing pants.


No one mentioned it.


I was given over to Sharon, a lovely redheaded classmate who stood next to me during the morning prayer service. I had never been at a weekday prayer service. I had never held a prayer book without English in it, or read along in one without someone calling aloud the correct page numbers. I was lost. Sharon whispered, “Just do what I do. Bend when I bend, and bow when I bow.” She was smart and quick-witted, and we became fast friends.


I had grown up in a non-observant Jewish home in downtown Chicago. It was a two-bedroom rental apartment on the thirteenth floor of one of the Mies van der Rohe buildings on Lake Shore Drive. I was the only child of my parents, who were Midwesterners through and through. My dad was from Gary, Indiana, and my mom was from Detroit, Michigan. They had decided I was to go to an Orthodox Jewish high school because they thought it would be a safer and smaller environment than the other options downtown. And so for eighth grade, as a “prep and catch-up year,” they sent me to an Orthodox K–8 school called Hillel Torah North Suburban Day School.


I was immediately smitten by the ocean of religiously observant Judaism. It soaked everything with specialness. I spent almost every Shabbat sleeping over at the house of someone from school. I made a lot of mistakes, because I did not know many of the traditions of what was “done” and “not done” in the universe of what was called Orthodox Judaism. (Today we have a lot of nuanced and coded nomenclature for this world, but back when I was getting to know it, it was just “Orthodox” with a capital O.)


One of the things that enchanted me the most was that all of the kids knew how to pray. And the boys all wore kippot covering their heads and tzitzit sticking out from under their shirts, which I had not encountered before. I had also never seen tefillin, so seeing boys my age wearing them was spellbinding. I was thirteen years old and those boys I had crushes on were cute, funny, and religious. What a combination.


I went on to the Orthodox high school the following year. My intrigue deepened. The school day was extremely long, and my commute on public transportation from downtown Chicago drew my day out even further.


Prayers started each day at 8:15 A.M. and the school day finished at 5:30 P.M. Half the day was Jewish religious studies, and half was secular, general studies. I asked lots of questions, probably exasperating most of my friends and teachers. But from what I can remember of that lifetime ago, everyone seemed kind and (for the most part) patient with my naive and guileless inquiries.


At home I had begun incorporating religious practices during eighth grade. I had started observing Shabbat the way friends from my school did. I did not use Saturdays to go shopping, out to lunch, or to the movies anymore. I stopped turning on and off electricity during that twenty-five-hour period each week. I stopped using the phone during Shabbat.


When deciding where to go to college, I knew I wanted to be in a place where I could have a “typical” college experience, but also easily be religiously observant. My reach school was Brandeis. I had been told by a well-intentioned school counselor not to apply there because my SAT scores were too low, and I would be wasting my parents’ money with the application form. But my mother was always a believer in me. She told me to apply. She also told me to be honest on my application about my primary role on the basketball team. So I wrote, “benchwarmer.” I remember the tears of joy when I received my acceptance letter.


I knew I wanted to do a gap year to Israel before heading to college, which was something many kids in my class were planning. They were taking a year to continue learning  Jewish topics in Israel just for the purpose of knowing more—studying solely to study. That sounded perfect to me.


I deferred Brandeis for a year and headed to Israel. I ended up on a program called Nativ that was run through the Conservative Jewish youth movement. I had not been part of the United Synagogue Youth movement, which organized it, but back then the requirements to go on the program were being Jewish and having a pulse. I was accepted.


Participants spent a semester at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and then spent the remainder of the school year on an Orthodox kibbutz called Sa’ad, in the Gaza Envelope. I was not a very sophisticated member of the program. There were friends of mine who took advantage of all of the additional activities presented that year. They focused on learning Hebrew and they did it. They went on all the optional excursions offered. I enjoyed my year, but didn’t immerse myself in getting to know Israel, as many of them did. I wasn’t mature enough to understand the vibrant opportunities being handed to me on a platter.


Brandeis was an impeccable fit for me. It was small enough, but big enough. I met non-Jewish peers for the first time in a school setting, and I was exposed to people with different backgrounds and worldviews. In my junior year I spent a semester in Australia at Melbourne University. It was in the Melbourne Jewish community where I first talked at length to Holocaust survivors. Everyone above a certain age in the Jewish community of Caulfield had numbers on their forearms and an Eastern European accent.


I went back to Brandeis for my senior year. I double-majored in sociology and Near Eastern & Judaic Studies. After graduating, I decided to continue studying sociology in graduate school, with no real plan for what I would do with my advanced degree. My father joked that I could open a sociology store.


I moved to New York and started a program at The New School for Social Research. I also began studying at a Jewish seminary for women called Drisha. I took classes on traditional Jewish texts and an introductory course about the teachings of the renowned Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik.


While not in class I waitressed at a trendy and popular diner on the Upper East Side. I lived on the Upper West Side, but everyone told me tips were better across town, so that is where I went. That was a year of wonder and exploration. But by the following summer, I was hungry for more answers to my Jewish questions. I was curious and wanted to know more. The beauty of Jewish learning is that we are never done.


I had heard of an institute in Jerusalem called Pardes, where inquisitive young postgraduates could go to hydrate their thirst for learning. There were no grades, projects, or degrees . . . just immersion in ancient and traditional Jewish texts. They offered a six-week summer program. I packed up my meager belongings and stored them in the basement of a family friend in New Jersey. Then I headed east. To Jerusalem.


Pardes was ideal for me. The summer program was not enough. I decided to stay for the year. That year would turn into five years of study.


One night I was having coffee with a friend when I saw a boy from my high school walking by the café in which I was sitting. I said to my friend, “I went to high school with him. He was funny and a good basketball player.”


I called out to him. His name was Jon Polin.


JON AND I STARTED DATING in Jerusalem in the late summer of 1995. We got engaged the next summer, and married in Jerusalem on a chilly evening in early January of 1997. We had been studying and working in Israel, but neither of us had changed our citizenship, so we were both still regular U.S. citizens living abroad. By the end of 1997 we decided that, having neither a mortgage nor kids, it was time to have an adventure.


We moved to Berkeley in Northern California to enjoy the hiking, camping, and mountain biking ( Jon’s favorite) for which that beatific area is known. We were warmly welcomed into the community of Congregation Beth Israel, an open-minded Orthodox synagogue within walking distance of the tiny hovel-esque house we rented near the University of California campus.


After stints of several “interesting” jobs, we each landed in a place that felt right. Jon worked in brand management, and I began teaching in the local Jewish day school in the neighboring city of Oakland. I remember spending a lot of time vomiting in the bathroom there for a few days in a row before realizing this was not a virus, but that I was pregnant.


On a crispy blue-skied day in October of the year 2000, we were blessed to have Hersh Goldberg-Polin join our life. Jon and I had agreed that one of us would be a stay-at-home parent. Since he earned more than I did, it made sense for me to be the one at home with Hersh.


Like most first-time moms, I had no idea what to do with a newborn. There was a learning curve, as expected. Hersh and I fell into a routine, and although it was exhausting and an adjustment, I knew it was a privilege to be able to spend this fleeting, magical time with him.


Part of our morning ritual was driving Jon to work. Each day when we arrived at his office building, Jon would open the back door, lean over to kiss Hersh, and say, “Love you, Hershy.” Jon and I vividly remember the day when suddenly Hersh (who had been a bit delayed with speech) replied, “Luboo Dada.” And from that day on, for all of his twenty-three years, whenever Hersh would kiss either of us goodbye he would say, “Luboo Dada” or “Luboo Mama.” And we would respond in kind.


When Hersh was just shy of turning three years old, his vivacious sister Leebie arrived in our lives. Jon and I started to wonder if we should be trying to buy a house, but the market in the Bay Area was steep and competitive. At some point in the winter of 2003, Jon was contacted by a large company in Richmond, Virginia, to discuss doing brand marketing for them. Richmond, Virginia? What’s that? But I told Jon to go hear about the opportunity. “You never know,” I said.


The internet was still young, and so it was not easy to find out a lot of details about the Jewish community there. Jon was flown out for an interview and I remember him calling me and saying, “Well, this is weird, but it’s really nice here and the Jewish community is small and warm.” We moved to Richmond in the late spring of 2004.


We added another sweet baby girl to our family; Orly was born in November of 2005. Everything during those years in Richmond was idyllic. We thoroughly enjoyed and embraced the experience of being part of a small, committed, and diverse Jewish community.


I was working as an adult Jewish educator at the Jewish Community Center in a program through the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, teaching about Judaism to people with limited Jewish background. We had a nice house with a large backyard (where there was even a white picket fence), good jobs, beautiful landscapes and activities, an impressive Jewish day school for such a small community, lovely friends. And yet . . . I knew Jon wanted to be in Israel.


FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS THE Jewish people did not have the opportunity to be part of the enterprise of living in a homeland of our own, but now we did. How could we not get on the ride, Jon often mused. He did not pressure me, but I would hear him from time to time, talking about it with our friends, saying, “It’s one thing to pray daily to return to Jerusalem without the ability to do so, because we were living in the shtetls in Eastern Europe hundreds of years ago. But that’s no longer the case. Why are we not there?”


In the summer of 2007, I was on a walk one night by myself and suddenly had an epiphany. I thought that if we did not at least try to go live as a family in Israel soon,  Jon and I would wake up one day when we were eighty-five years old, reading the newspaper, eating grapefruit, and say, “How is it that we never even tried to live in Israel?”


When I shared this realization with Jon, he was cautious and said I should think about it more. He was worried I was not considering it thoroughly. I thought about it until after the Jewish holidays in the fall, and then told him I thought it was time. The kids were only getting older, and we knew from others who had moved that the older the kids get, the harder the transition can be.


We started making our plans without sharing them with anyone. Not our family, friends, jobs, no one. We knew everyone would have opinions, and we were steadfast and determined to make it work without outside interference.


Hersh was six and already in first grade. He was in a well-maintained classroom with just twelve students, and one of only three boys in the whole grade. He had started reading the previous year. He loved and devoured books.


His first-grade general studies teacher, Mrs. Carlton, was an old-school Irish Catholic master teacher and had high standards, even for the six-year-old students. Her demanding expectations lit the fire of curiosity and learning in Hersh.


Hersh was particularly passionate to read anything he could about faraway places. I would take him each Tuesday to the local Richmond Public Library, where he would take out books about world trivia and history, atlases, and maps. He also loved reading about Native Americans and the Civil War, and was obsessed with everything about American presidents. He had a photographic memory, and so was soon a master of presidential minutiae.


That year in the spring, our extended family attended a Passover program in Sanibel Island, Florida. At breakfast, someone approached the table next to us and said loudly, “You all have to come see this little kid out there near the buffet who is answering trivia questions about U.S. presidents. It’s amazing! And anytime he gets one right, he asks for a dollar.”


Jon and I looked at each other, waited a beat, then simultaneously jumped up to run and find him. We found six-year-old Hersh in the middle of a circle, surrounded by adults and teenagers pelting him with questions: “1894, who was the president?” “What was the name of President Garfield’s wife?” “Who was the tallest president?” “What was Warren Harding’s middle name?” Jon waded into the crowd and said, “Okay, show’s over; Hersh, time to come eat breakfast.”


Just a couple of months before our big move, we told Hersh the plan. He took the idea in stride and seemed open to it. Then Jon explained that Hersh is an uncommon first name in Israel, since it is actually Yiddish (a language that is a fusion of German and Hebrew). Jon suggested that because Hersh means “deer,” he might want to use the Hebrew equivalent, “Zvi,” or to use a nickname to make it easier for the locals. Hersh didn’t hesitate and calmly said, with seven-year-old conviction, “I’m Hersh, and the Israelis will deal with it.”


In early July 2008 the Goldberg-Polin family landed in Israel. We moved to Jerusalem, one of the most alluring, complicated, beautiful, textured, historic, dirty, loud, and holy places in the world. Coming from polite, respectful, clean, and staid Richmond, it was being thrust from one extreme to the other. I was impressed with how each of our kids adapted.


Hersh had the most challenging acclimation, because he was already in second grade. He had been used to reading and easily absorbing new information, but now he didn’t know the language, and the learning curve for Hebrew took time. But he went to a small school in the Old City of Jerusalem where they tried to help with the adjustment. He was the one kid there with long moppy hair and a White Sox baseball cap. (This is still a sore spot for Jon, who has been a lifelong Cubs fan, but that is for another time.)


We were a typical immigrant family, meaning that shortly our children became more “native” than Jon or I. When they brought home notices from school, they would have to read them to us and explain what we were supposed to do. We sent “embarrassing” food for lunch. I remember Orly’s preschool teacher calling to say, “You want your daughter to fit in? Just send a sandwich and a piece of fruit for lunch. The kids are making fun of these weird foods you are sending.” Who knew that, in Israel, green beans for lunch was “weird”?


Jon’s and my American-accented Hebrew made our kids giggle with embarrassment. (It still does.) But we lived in an area of southeastern Jerusalem where there were many new immigrants who were from English-speaking countries, so there was a lot of support and camaraderie among the friends we all made. Every Shabbat and holiday we were either hosting guests or being hosted. We went regularly to a community synagogue called Hakhel, where the kids all had friends, and which met in a tired-looking gym. Our lives revolved around the rhythm of Jewish life, faith, and fate.


FATHER TIME DID HIS THING; he ticked and tocked.


Hersh went eagerly to youth group twice a week, became a die-hard soccer fan of Hapoel Jerusalem (never missing a game), went to sleepaway summer camp, and had his bar mitzvah. He went to a massive, 900-student, all-boys Orthodox high school that he liked, although he never cared about what he was learning (all of his teachers lamented his endearing underachievement). He worked every odd job he could find and spent summers, starting when we thought they were too young (fifteen), with his closest buddies—Aner, Yaniv, Rowie, and Gilad—hiking and camping in Europe. He spent a gap year after high school in a pre-army program, met a girl from a kibbutz up north, fell in love, dated her for two and a half years, and went to do his mandatory national service in the army’s tank corps, where he became a combat medic. After being discharged in the spring of 2023, he worked until that summer. As Jon’s great-grandmother used to say, “Life is like a dream that flies by.”


From the time of Hersh’s bar mitzvah, he had been planning what would be his “big trip” around the world. He was meticulous about deciding where he would go and for how long. He thought the journey would be about two years.


He was thrilled to purchase his one-way ticket for December 27th, 2023. Destination: Goa, India. No return flight.


But first, in the summer of 2023, Hersh was going to do a “mini trip” to Europe. He loved music, especially music festivals. So Hersh was going to go solo to six European countries and hit music festivals along the way.


I asked if he was sure he wanted to do this all alone. He said, “Mama, if you go in a clump, you stay in a clump. If you go alone, you make friends from everywhere.”


When we picked him up at the end of August at the train station, he looked like he was gliding just a few inches off the ground. Not walking on the pavement, but lightly hovering. Hersh said he’d had the time of his life and could not wait to work for the next few months so he could set off for his “real” adventure at the end of the year.


Like my favorite flower, a closed white lily still tinged with green hues, about to crack open, Hersh felt to me like he was on the brink of budding, becoming and blooming. My sweet, gleaming Hersh, about to embark on the adventurous voyage to his long-awaited future.


I found the note I wrote to Hersh and gave to him the night he left for that European journey:




HershyPoooo,


 


I’m so happy for you that you finally get to go on your adventure . . . even if this is just the “practice” trip.


Go out and enjoy, learn, grow and soak in all the good stuff waiting out there.


Hodding Carter said, “Two of the greatest gifts we can give our children are roots and wings.”


So my bracha for you as you embark on this fun trip is to remember who you are and where you come from. Use that beautiful mind God gave you to be smart, kind, compassionate, funny, caring, and wise. And use your wings to have a most delightful adventure.


שמע בני מוסר אביך ואל תטוש תורת אמך*


Enjoy, enjoy, and know I love you bigger than that big blue sky. Come home in 2 weeks, or 2 months.


I’m proud of who you are and can’t wait to hear about your adventures.


Everywhere you go, always know, I love you,


Mama








 


_________


* I wrote this in Hebrew to Hersh; in English this quote from Proverbs 1:8 means “Listen, my son, to the instruction of your father, and do not leave behind the Torah of your mother.”
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