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A girl in trouble is a temporary thing.

—Romeo Void, 1984
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CHAPTER ONE:


Welcome to Israel



“We have to go,” the Israeli boy said, his English clear, direct. “Follow me.”

I looked out the window at a black sky, at flashes of red and yellow. Was it fireworks? Why were there fireworks? I could see the outline of the mountains for a moment, then they were gone until the next flash. We pushed our chairs back and stood up, confused. The table was set with a white tablecloth. There was a golden roasted chicken, candles, the good tableware. These people were strangers. We were guests in their home for Shabbat dinner. Had we done something wrong?

“We have to go,” he said again.

We followed him to the door and in the next flash, we understood. The lights weren’t fireworks. They were weapons. They were bombs. We were being bombed.

“Now. Rockets.”

We were out for the evening—me, my roommate Lauren, and two Israeli boys about our age. Our kibbutz volunteer program included the opportunity to make local connections. On this particular night, it meant we’d gone to Nahariya. It was the nearest town to our northern Israel kibbutz. We were having Shabbat dinner with an Israeli family to see what life was like off the kibbutz.

The boys were polite and one of them spoke good English. I was angry that I’d been assigned to go with Lauren. We had so little in common; I did not like this forced friendship. These serious boys were a good consolation prize. They drove us into town and led us to a concrete high-rise apartment where a table had been set in the living room. The apartment was small, austere. Through the boys, our hosts asked us questions about America, our families, our education. We stumbled through the kind of getting-to-know-you conversation strangers have.

Lauren was good at it; I wasn’t. She liked to talk, and she wasn’t embarrassed about struggling to be understood. She didn’t care that she didn’t speak the language. I was frustrated by my inability to communicate, by how shy I felt. I’ve always had a good ear for language, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to relax, that’s how you have real conversation, by relaxing. Not by obsessing over every single word, or worrying what people think about you. Lauren’s easy manner annoyed me, and I sulked in a gray cloud of jealousy for her confidence. We ate, she talked, I sulked, and then we watched the sky light up and the boy with the good English told us we had to move. Now.

The hallway was full of people. Families spilled out of the neighboring apartments. Everyone was dressed in their Friday dinner clothes—men in clean pressed shirts, women in dresses, some with scarves tied over their hair, children with scrubbed faces. They filled the concrete stairwell as they headed to the basement. It was calm; there was no panic, no rush. There was the chatter of conversation, neighbors greeting each other on a Friday night. “Shabbat shalom,” followed by a nod, a wry smile. There was this clear sense of a task to be completed, a task that had to be done right now. Footsteps echoed in the stairwell. Each time we crossed another landing, a door would open, and more people would join us. We funneled downwards into the basement shelter. I squatted next to Lauren and we locked hands.

“PLO,” the serious boy said. “Rockets from Lebanon.”

Lauren and I looked at each other. “Are you scared?” I asked her, and she shook her head no. I was not scared either. It was hard to be scared, we had so little idea what was happening. We understood nothing of the conversation around us. Where would I have picked up the vocabulary for things like “bomb shelter,” “shoulder-mounted rockets,” “all-clear siren”? The lights in the sky did not look dangerous. They looked like a celebration. Nobody around us seemed scared, either. The whole situation was so matter of fact, so practiced.

When I was in grade school, we did earthquake drills and fire drills. It was a way to get out of math, if the timing was right. I remember scratchy carpet, curling up under a desk, waiting. This felt like a grade school fire drill, only it was not a drill. The bombs were real. The neighbors looked at us.

“Kibbutz volunteers. Americans,” one of the boys said in Hebrew, nodding our way. I had learned the word for volunteer. I knew he was talking about us.

“Welcome to Israel,” someone said in English, and everyone laughed.




CHAPTER TWO:


Anywhere But Here



“But it’s such a beautiful ceremony.”

I was standing in the driveway of our house, the big McMansion on a cul-de-sac, the one with the swimming pool in the back yard. Mrs. Stern had rolled down the window of her cream-colored Mercedes to ask me why I was not coming to confirmation class. I would not be going that day, not any other day. I was done.

It was Mrs. Stern’s turn to drive carpool. There were four of us who rode together—her son, me, and two other kids. We were all the same age and lived just a few blocks apart, but we only saw each other on Sundays. We ignored each other the rest of the time. I was nailing the Hebrew lessons, but I hated everything else about going to class. I wasn’t interested in the religious stuff. I didn’t want a bat mitzvah. I didn’t feel connected to anything we learned, and I wasn’t making friends.

“It doesn’t mean anything to me,” I told Mrs. Stern, and she looked pained, like I’d insulted her personally. I didn’t see the point. When I explained this to my parents, they didn’t fight me.

“If it’s not meaningful, you don’t have to go,” my parents said. I’m sure I felt relieved and then went back to whatever I was reading at the time.
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I was used to spending a lot of time alone, but I was not lonely until I was a sophomore in high school. I was not lonely until the year my parents got divorced and I had to change schools. I was not lonely until I learned that boys were supposed to fit into my life somehow.

When my parents got divorced, we moved, I changed schools, and then I was lonely all the time. There are all these movies about a new girl coming to town and being taken in by a new crowd, catching the eye of some popular boy. But no one noticed the skinny new girl who didn’t care about fashion, who would rather read than do anything else. There are ugly duckling myths, too—look how she is secretly very pretty!—but that was not me. I mean, maybe it could have been me, but I’d have had to care to make that transition. I’d have had to think I had something that could be revealed. I would have had to put my books down and look in the mirror to even consider changing. Or for someone to see that in me. That would have meant someone noticed me, and that simply did not happen.

It was after the second move, or maybe the third, when I barely passed advanced French. I had no excuse. I’d read Les Misérables in the original and, after slogging through it, could not be bothered to write a decent paper. It seems crazy that, at age fifteen, you can read a nineteenth-century classic in the original language and still fail the class, but I was up to the challenge. Language classes were easy for me, but I was not going to let that get in the way of failing. I just wanted to read; I didn’t care at all about what was supposed to happen when the reading was done.

We moved, I changed schools again, I was lonely again. My new school didn’t have an advanced enough French class for me to fail, so I moved on to failing Spanish and mostly being invisible in another place. I remained unsaved by the myth of the new popular girl, appreciated for her skill with languages and her apathy in the face of goals. It’s just a myth anyway.

Despite my failing to deliver on the grades front, my Spanish teacher was amazed by how easy I found it to learn the language and recommended me for foreign exchange. I guess I wasn’t entirely invisible. I guess she could see that my terrible classroom performance had nothing to do with my actual abilities.
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“Nope,” said the serious foreign exchange counselor. We were sitting in the library. The air was full of the dusty, papery smell of books. “It will be too conservative.” We were sorting through destinations for my summer abroad. I had picked Switzerland; I wanted to go to the French speaking region. My second choice was Spain. “They will not let you out of the house in those places. You need to be somewhere they’ll give you some room.” She marked Sweden instead.

Off I went to spend the summer with a family who had a second home near the Baltic Sea. Everyone was tall and fair, and I just broke five feet. I was brown from the sun and I had a halo of blow-dried jet-black hair. One night, a leggy Swedish boy with pale skin and clear blue eyes kissed me properly for the first time on a pier that stuck out into the Baltic Sea. This handsome boy who spoke very little English thought I was worth his attention. The last thing my mom had said to me before I got on the plane to Stockholm was “Don’t get pregnant!” I could not have been more virginal. The utter lack of interest any human teenage boys had shown in me made her warning comical and issued way too soon. By then, I was living with my dad and in my third high school of the year, so I did not see my mom much. Her remarks had nothing to do with me and everything to do with her possible misconception that Swedes were permissive as hell and getting it on all the time.

Maybe it was true, I don’t know. But a Swedish boy kissed me. A tall boy with dark hair and such even, fair skin lay me down on the dock. He tasted like beer and cigarettes. I was stunned, dizzy, delighted. I learned a decent amount of Swedish, enough so I could order an ice cream with jam on it or buy a soda at the corner market. And then, that was all. I went back home to California—still a virgin—and back to high school and back to failing my classes as though apathy was a competitive sport.

My mom was a shadow, not really present and I didn’t want to talk to her. I blamed her for my isolation, for moving us after the divorce. I didn’t understand why we had to be in a new town, why we couldn’t stay where we were. I didn’t understand a lot of things. There were so many things no one told me about what was happening.

I overheard my parents talking about me once before they split up. We’d been going to family counseling and the therapist had said that I was, I don’t remember exactly, sensitive or something. I don’t remember anything shifting because of this. Maybe they figured I was old enough to understand what was happening, or maybe they didn’t listen. Maybe there was no space in their lives for my troubles, given their own. They didn’t treat me like a sensitive kid. They treated me like I had the skills to deal with what was happening.

I don’t think they wanted to hear it from me, either. The only time my mom slapped me was after I’d said, “I don’t like you very much right now.” I don’t remember what we were talking about—school, maybe, my grades. Or maybe it was because I was getting high all the time, coming home wasted and dizzy and checked out. She was not a violent person, but she slapped me, that one time. When you’re punished for stating your feelings so clearly, it stays with you.

Not long after that fight with my mom, my friend Casey’s family took me in for a semester. Casey had lived around the corner and up the hill from the house we lived in before my parents got divorced. Around the corner from that big McMansion with the swimming pool in back. Casey was freckled, soft and curvy, and pretty. When we were in junior high school, her family took me with them on their summer camping trips. I learned to water ski behind their speedboat during the day. At night, we would pull the seats in the boat into bunks while her parents slept in the camper perched on the back of their big green pickup truck.

Maybe I was living with Casey’s family the year I was aggressively failing French, as though I had a point to make. I don’t remember the order of things exactly. There was so much change, so much happening; it’s hard to remember how everything fit together. When it all happened. But I was with Casey’s family until they decided I was a bad influence.

Casey and I would slink out of the house in the middle of the night. She had a whole system figured out, a way to silently pop the screen off the downstairs window, and off we’d go. We’d smoke weed at our old elementary school and climb back into the house a few hours later. Casey knew exactly where in the house her parents could not hear her, where she could wait in the shadows to avoid being seen in passing car headlights. Sometimes the boys across the street would join us while we aimlessly wandered the neighborhood, getting high, talking nonsense, wishing we knew what to do with ourselves. But Casey’s being a bad girl wasn’t always after hours, sometimes we’d go on double dates, double dates her parents had signed off on. Afterwards, she’d tell me how far she’d gone while I was having awkward conversations with boys who were as uncomfortable as I was in the cab of her dad’s big green pickup truck.

Casey’s parents knew something was up, but they didn’t hear it from me. It was when Casey’s report cards came that they called my parents and told them I could not stay. I was not part of the conversation about what was going to happen next. I was going to live with my dad. I guess it was his turn to deal with me. I guess I was his problem now.

I cried, hard, and considered running away the day my dad came to get me. I was in the bathroom I shared with Casey. I saw myself popping the screen of the window just like Casey did when we snuck out together, only this time, I would go alone and disappear. There was a strip of undeveloped land nearby, a shallow canyon with a little creek at the bottom, an old barn where I imagined myself hiding until I figured out what to do next. I felt completely misunderstood, blamed for trouble that I hadn’t got up to. The unfairness of this, of having to hear it was my fault while staying silent to protect my friend broke me. I sat on the counter sobbing while Casey, in moment of very adult common sense, talked me down. “Where are you going to go?” she asked, and I had no answer.
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In my new high school—my final high school—I had a boyfriend, Sam, who did not get me pregnant. Maybe my mom’s advice was good for something. My dad and stepmom had moved to a two-story rambler on top of a hill where all the houses were big and had neat yards. My room was downstairs off the big living room where the TV was. Sam was literally from the other side of the tracks; his room was in the basement of a tumbledown old house. You had to go outside the main house, down a short flight of concrete steps, and in the back door. Sam had fuzzy pale blonde hair and dressed like a seventies rock star. He showed up for our first date wearing a leather vest and no shirt. To me, he looked like a badass, but I wish he’d worn a shirt, though my dad never said a word against him. Sam liked heavy metal, especially AC/DC, and on Halloween, he dressed like the guitar player, Angus Young, in schoolboy plaid shorts and a tie.

It was Sam’s idea we should be together. He thought I was hot, and before that Swedish boy kissed me, no one had ever even mentioned my looks. It was still so new that someone would want me like this, so I went along for the ride. We hardly talked. On weekends, we went to Sam’s room, got high, and went through the motions of having sex. He’d turn off all the lights except a beer sign. He’d put records on his turntable and take my clothes off. I was as interested in sex as I was in anything that wasn’t reading, but I went along because it was something to do. He did not hurt me, but I did not get anything out of it, either.

I met Ian and Mackey when I transferred to my last high school. They were my first real friends since my family started moving around, since I started getting shifted like so much furniture. Ian, Mackey, and I went to movies and the mall and acted like adults by going to eat in chain restaurants. Mackey had a car, a Mustang convertible, white with a red interior. We cruised the El Camino, the main drag lined with strip malls and supermarkets and two-story motels. We played the radio, and drove around aimlessly, talking about school and boys and music and how we had no idea what we were going to do once we’d graduated.

Ian was tall and thin and had perfect feathered hair. He was always dressed in corduroy pants and striped polo shirts, and when the weather was warm, he swapped the pants for corduroy shorts. He was unbreakably cheerful, and his smile went all the way into his blue-gray eyes. Ian was gay and had not told anyone. It’s possible he didn’t know at the time, either. People called him gay as an insult, but it wasn’t until we were well out of high school, much, much later, that he was all, “Yeah, I am totally gay.”

Mackey was just different, like a sassy fifties waitress stuck in this seventeen-year-old red-headed girl. She was so solidly herself and didn’t apologize to anyone for it. Her parents seemed old to me, but they adored Mackey and spoiled her. They gave her that Mustang for her sixteenth birthday, and she had tons of freedom, but she didn’t act spoiled at all. She was never jealous of things she didn’t have, and she didn’t act like she deserved anything, ever. Funny and sweary and impatient with people who were mean, Mackey was a whirlwind of fun and common sense. She was the first person I knew with a tattoo and she drove like she was trying to outrace the police after a bank robbery. She was terrible at schoolwork, but no way could you say she wasn’t smart. She didn’t care about book learning, that’s all. It was like she was biding her time until she could be twenty-one or thirty or older, even, and live a grown-up life on her own.

And there was me, with my books and my Spanish and my French and my third high school. We did not fit anywhere, so we hung out together.

On the weekends, we’d go to the drive-ins in Mackey’s car, put the top down, and forget about the movie. Ian would sprawl across the narrow back seat, his feet up on the edge of the car, and Mackey and I would tilt the front seats back. We’d smoke a joint and stare at the stars, talking about nothing until the credits rolled.

Mackey’s dad was a DeLorean-driving mechanic. There was always some half-built car in the driveway at their house, a tiny two-bedroom place full of kitschy knickknacks. I rarely went to Ian’s house, though it seems like he was always in my kitchen after school. They were the only thing I liked about my senior year—Ian’s consistent smile and Mackey’s profanity laced common sense. Everything else had no color. I didn’t care about any of it. I didn’t even care about Sam, my boyfriend, not really. I liked having a boyfriend. It made me feel more normal, like the kind of person who could have a boyfriend. But Sam and I weren’t friends. When we weren’t getting high and making out or pretending to go to the movies but instead having unsatisfying sex in his basement room, we didn’t have much to talk about. Sam was probably going to be a plumber, like his dad. I liked books about art history; I liked reading about Picasso and Da Vinci. I liked words and foreign languages. Sam and I didn’t have much in common besides our high school boredom.

I wanted to drop out and go directly to the community college, but my dad was insistent about my getting a high school diploma. Instead of dropping out, I simply stopped going to classes that bored me. My Spanish teacher apologized when I asked him about my mediocre grade. I had aced all the tests. “I can’t give you an A because you don’t come to class,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

During school hours, I’d been going for long walks and smoking weed with my outcast group of non-friends, Sam’s friends, really. While Ian and Mackey went to class, I’d leave campus with this handful of bored kids and walk up the steep hill behind the school. There were a lot of construction sites up there; we’d wander the skeletons of future oversized houses, not talking to each other, passing a sticky joint between us, laughing at the perfect California sky when the high kicked in. I should have been in algebra or English or history. I preferred the feeling of sun-warmed concrete while I lay on my back watching clouds drift by overhead.

My group of outsiders stayed in our corner on campus and smoked cigarettes. Sometimes we went to each other’s houses after school if no parents were home. We smoked pot in nice fenced yards, rummaging in kitchen cabinets for Cheez-its crackers, polishing off Haagen Dazs ice cream from the freezer. Sometimes we figured out how to get to concerts and saw anthem rock bands; maybe someone’s big sister drove us home late at night.

One of the girls, her dad traveled a lot and he left her home alone. We’d all would spend the night at her house. We’d stay up late snorting cocaine off the glass-topped coffee table, playing Boston and Journey and Styx until we crashed, early in the morning. Ian’s brother had a hookup. We’d wait in someone’s car while Ian stood in the garage handing our money to his brother’s dealer. We blew our allowances on drugs and vinyl records and concert tickets.

This is who I was, what I was like when I stepped out into the world. A bookish suburban California kid who smoked a fair bit of weed, dabbled in some harder drugs, skipped a lot of school. Now, they’d probably say I was depressed and self-medicating; they’d send me off to therapy. But it was the late seventies and it seemed like we were supposed to know what we were doing at fifteen. It was okay to leave us to our own devices, day after day. We were expected to figure out how to be adults on our own.
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During my last year in high school, my dad was in trouble. Someone had delivered something for him, a big envelope. I’d left it in the kitchen and told him later that day.

“Did you sign for it?” he asked.

“I don’t remember if he asked me to. I don’t think he asked me to. Maybe I did. I don’t know.”

“Didn’t I tell you never to sign for anything? Did I not tell you that? Those guys are process servers. Do. Not. Sign. Anything. Ever.” His voice kept getting louder. I did not know what I’d done wrong. The guy rang the bell and handed me an envelope. He was just a delivery guy as far as I knew.

“What’s a process server?”

A process server, my dad explained, was the guy who brought the papers that required you to show up in court. If you made it hard to be served by not accepting the papers, or just avoiding these guys all together, you didn’t have to go to court. You weren’t responsible for charges you didn’t know anything about.

My dad ran an electronics export business out of the house. Our basement was full of weird devices, including a telex machine that rattled in the middle of the night when orders came in from Hong Kong. We had two phone lines, one where we got calls, the other sitting in the cradle of the telex machine, ready to receive messages from buyers. There were big cardboard boxes and Styrofoam insets and tape guns and always the clacking noise of the telex printer. My dad was a reseller, and sometimes he shipped machines, ones with knobs and numerical displays and dials, to foreign countries. That’s why I wasn’t supposed to take papers from anyone. The United States federal government wanted to talk to my dad about his business. He very much did not want to talk to them.

My dad and stepmom were always pretending to have more money than they really did. I could hear them talking about their troubles when they did not know I was listening. Mostly it was about money, I didn’t really understand the other stuff they would talk about. I just knew our fancy neighborhood house on the hill was going up for sale and we were going to move again. I was afraid it would happen before I finished high school and then what? Another school? Another restart?

My last year of high school was about surviving long enough to get the piece of paper that let me do other things. I got called into the school counselor once. Everything in the office was washed out, including the counselor, a stocky woman in a beige suite. I sat on a metal classroom chair next to her institutional green desk.

“You have to get these grades up or you’re not going to college,” she told me.

“Yeah, community college,” I said. “Isn’t that what community college is for?”

It was so boring to be that girl who fell into bad company, the smart girl who lost interest in school when her home life unraveled. Where had this supposedly helpful advisory adult been over the last year? I was supposed to be planning for college? How? Who was going to pay for it? It seemed impossible, like going to the moon. This post-high school future was a foggy wasteland.

A random beige adult in a random office I visited one time in my last year in high school was not going to inspire me to buckle down and work harder. It was too late, anyway. Graduation wasn’t that far away. I had more than three years of unnoticed, unchecked apathy behind me; I could not go back and change it.

I was seventeen the year I graduated high school. I just wanted to be somewhere else.




CHAPTER THREE:


Graduation Present



“You’re going to Israel. For the summer. With a youth group.”

If I had not dropped out of confirmation, I probably would have known this was a thing. High school graduates, first-year college students, they joined tour groups and went to the so-called Promised Land to learn about their heritage. They sang songs and did farm work and met actual Israelis. They met the people they would have become if their grandparents had gone to Israel after World War II instead of going to America after World War I, like mine did.

“It’s your graduation present,” my dad said.

“Thank you?” I said. “Okay?”

Graduation was looming and I had completed exactly zero college applications. I didn’t have the grades or the extracurricular activities to get into university. I was saving what pocket money I did not spend on bus fare and weed with the idea that after high school, I would get a job, maybe get my own place. But I didn’t understand how that would work. At seventeen, I was underage. No one was going to rent to me. I would have to get a roommate who was old enough. Once I figured that out, what would be next?

Shipping off to another foreign country was a good an option as any.
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My parents were the children of first-generation Jewish immigrants. Their grandparents had left Central Europe to get away from Fiddler on the Roof-style Cossacks, the kind that kept moving Jewish villages around before burning them to the ground. Cue “Anatevka,” that song where the villagers talk about what a lousy place their town is but they’re still really sad to leave it. That was my great grandparents.

My dad had a few stories about family history, but I don’t know how true they were. Because I wasn’t close to my grandparents—geographically or otherwise—I never asked them. My dad said he had a grandfather, or maybe a great uncle, or maybe he was on my mother’s side, I don’t remember. Anyway, he was a total commie and, if you believe my dad, a thief, too. He worked as a plumber, or for a plumbing supply company, and would come home with cast-iron plumbing tools. He’d schlep these heavy stolen objects—a pipe threader, a giant monkey wrench—up the stairs into their tenement apartment in the Bronx. This relative may or may not have been the same character that considered himself an artist and apparently was always quitting his job to stay home and paint. But he was not very good, so it didn’t work out as a career choice. My dad also said someone in his family was the right-hand man to a famous union organizer and that my uncle—his brother, who was skinny and brown—used to get beat up by white kids because he was dark. He’d get all kinds of slurs thrown at him and he’d shout, “But I’m not Mexican, I’m Jewish!” while trying to fend off the blows. I want all these stories to be true, but my dad was never a reliable source.

In our house, we observed some of the holidays—Hanukkah, Passover, Yom Kippur, and the Jewish New Year—but it pretty much collapsed to Passover as time went by. My dad wore a big gold star and he looked Jewish. There was no getting around his big nose, his dark receding hair. He didn’t worry so much about the specifics of religious practice, but Jewish culture—Jewish identity—was important to him. Before I quit confirmation lessons, he had a fight with our temple. The other Hebrew school parents were mad because my dad had said that Jews were, well, better. He really bought into the whole Chosen People thing. “It’s in THE TORAH,” he’d shout, “It SAYS we’re the Chosen People. Of course we’re better!” Our reform temple told him he couldn’t say that Jews were better, and he was mad about that. It was probably just as well I didn’t want to go anymore, because he wasn’t super welcome.

Dad was an anti-racist activist too. My parents got into all kinds of trouble with the neighborhood when my dad ran for the school board. He wanted school integration in our rich mostly white neighborhood while many of our rich, mostly white neighbors did not want that at all. Years later, decades later, my mom told me they used to get hate mail and threatening phone calls because of my dad’s activism.

The little I knew about Israel came from the story of Passover and watching Charlton Heston’s The Ten Commandments when it aired on television around Easter time. I knew Israel was a sort of Jewish homeland, though I did not know why it existed. I imagined it to be a desert oasis reached by crossing the Red Sea on foot. Could that be right? And I knew one day we were all—we, I mean the entire Jewish people—meant to live there like it was an endless Jewish summer camp. There would be singing. By some miracle of agriculture, this dry, sand-swept wasteland would produce a lot of fruits and vegetables. The trip my dad signed me up for was supposed to teach me about the homeland, about my culture and history. My time would be spent working on a kibbutz, whatever that was, and taking field trips to see the country.

I didn’t bother to learn anything about where I was going. No one gave me a guidebook. I didn’t ask for one. I didn’t go to the library; I didn’t do any homework at all. I went along for the ride because I had no better ideas. I figured a trip to Israel would be a rerun of my time as an exchange student in Sweden only with Jewish kids and better weather. I packed my Walkman, a stack of mix tapes, and boarded a plane from San Francisco to New York.
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I found my tour group when I changed planes in at JFK Airport. The organization had sent us pale blue T-shirts with white lettering; the other kids were hard to miss. There were twelve of us, evenly split between boys and girls, and a sort of camp counselor, Diane, barely older than the rest of the group. She might have been twenty-one. She cannot have been a day older.

Diane was blonde and fit and looked like a surfer. Not at all like the dark-haired Jewish kids I had met at Hebrew school. Diane counted heads and assigned us to our rooms, but she wasn’t there to babysit or teach. If no one was missing from the bus after a field trip, that was good enough for her. She occasionally rummaged something out of a first-aid kit for sunburn or a headache or a bad belly. She helped us understand what we’d signed up for, but she didn’t tell us what to do. She was bossy only when someone inconvenienced her or acted bratty or stubborn, but that wasn’t her usual manner. Mostly she treated us like younger friends. It was not her job to keep us from drinking beer or smoking or ending up in each other’s beds. She just needed us to be where we were supposed to be when we were supposed to be there. She spoke fluent Hebrew, took no shit from anyone, and expected us all to solve our own problems.

At seventeen, I was the youngest in my group, but I was not the most sheltered by a long shot. Lauren was cute and extroverted and got a lot of attention from the boys. I had never known a so-called JAP—Jewish American Princess—before. JAP is a stereotype of a particular type of spoiled Jewish girl, and Lauren was the textbook definition. She had shiny jewelry and perfect hair and she put on makeup before we went to work in the fields. I owned makeup, a little, but I could not be bothered with it, certainly not enough to take it with me on this trip. Everything in Lauren’s wardrobe had a label on it. Her fashion sense came right from the women’s magazines that came to my stepmom in the weekly mail. Most of the time, I was dressed in a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt, while Lauren wore shirts with collars and blow-dried her hair before leaving our room. For the first week or so, I judged Lauren silently every time I was in her company. Then we ended up in that bomb shelter together. We never really became friends but after what we’d been through, it was hard to look at her without going right back to the shelter, our hands locked while we waited for the all clear siren to blow. After that, I stopped being so bitchy towards her. She was kind and friendly and that’s how I tried to see her.

The kibbutz was in northern Israel. It was sort of what I imagined a college campus would look like. There was a broad driveway through a main gate, flanked on both sides by uniformed soldiers. Once we were inside the gate any feeling of military dropped away. Our housing was closest to the gate, a cluster of one-story buildings with dorm style rooms, each room housing four workers. There was a large cafeteria with a high ceiling and big windows along one side; that’s where we’d get our meals three times a day. Neat green lawns flanked the cafeteria. There was a swimming pool and covered walkways between the buildings for shade. The kibbutz teenagers and young adults lived in housing similar to—but much nicer than—ours. Families with smaller kids and married couples lived in stuccoed duplexes and fourplexes. There was a dairy barn full of fat, docile cows, and the air was sharp with the smell of cow poop. Just adjacent to the dairy, there was a stable with a few horses for recreational riding. The property was surrounded by acres of crops, tough but abundant apple trees and rows and rows of cotton. I don’t think it ever rained; the skies were blue and clear all day every day. At night the sky was full of stars.

Our day-to-day work as volunteer farm hands was physical but not particularly challenging. We needed endurance but not a lot of strength. We dressed while it was still dark and headed to the cafeteria where we shuffled around drinking instant coffee and eating dry biscuits, blinking in the bright artificial light. We’d join a work crew and tumble into the back of a van for transport to the site we’d be working that day. My group had been assigned to the cotton fields. It seemed ironic that we’d come all this way to do a job that was such a cornerstone of American history. I knew we had it easy, though. I wasn’t so naïve to think that the work we were doing was anything like working in the fields in Mississippi or Alabama. We had chosen to be here. We were treated well.
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