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AUTHOR’S NOTE



No memory is ever alone; it’s at the end of a trail of memories, a dozen trails that each have their own associations.


—Louis L’Amour


To write this book, I delved into memory of this event and time of my life and supplemented the process with research, personal journals, and notes. At times, I changed names to preserve anonymity. There are no made-up events or characters in this story. Many people and events that had no impact on the truth of the story have been omitted.
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LIVING THE QUESTIONS


I AM WAITING AT THE KOACH JUNCTION TO HITCHHIKE back to the kibbutz, mesmerized by the peach-colored Mount Hermon in the far distance, when an Israel Defense Force soldier—clad in white, which means he’s part of the Air Force—slams the door of the vehicle he’s just gotten out of. I’ve watched these soldiers hitchhike for the past three weeks, ever since I got here. This particular one makes his way past the yellow line of the trampiada—a curved cement stop made especially for soldiers—and approaches me. To my right, another mountain looms before me, its features in better focus: I can make out the red kalaniyot flowers native only to Israel, interspersed with other wildflowers, dotting its surface.


The countryside here is pristine. There are still quite a few hours left in the day, but already a cool breeze runs through my T-shirt. It gets cold in this part of the woods, which tells me that by the time I reach the kibbutz, I’ll probably need a sweatshirt.


“Do you know when the bus is coming?” the soldier asks in Hebrew.


“I think the buses are all finished for the day,” I say politely, also in Hebrew.


“I guess that means we have no choice but to hitchhike, right?” he says. He seems a bit jittery, but there’s a huge grin plastered on his face.


I’m startled by such a question. Soldiers get rides from civilians all the time here, because the Israel Defense Forces are the lifeline of the nation. They serve to protect the country. So his chances of getting a tramp, or hitchhike, are high. But I’m just a kibbutz volunteer—this is my third trip to Israel and my first hitchhiking experience. I’m not so sure anyone will pick me up.


It’s five in the afternoon and the buses to this area of the Galilee are all finished for the day, but if I can’t find someone to give me a ride, I can always call my aunt and uncle; they live at Kibbutz Malkiyah, tucked back in the Galilean Mountains.


Perhaps this soldier senses the “Israeli” part of me because of my Mediterranean features—the hazel eyes and dark brown hair I inherited from my Israeli father. Plus, I’m not sitting with the rest of the volunteers, who are all Swedish and Danish and are camped right on the main road, yapping in their native tongues. At this point, I slip in and out of Hebrew and English just like I would with a pair of well-worn sweats. I’m tickled by this moment, and can’t help but wonder why the heck would an IDF soldier ask me about the bus schedule, since they aren’t really dependent on them. No IDF soldier has ever even approached me before.


I have zero experience hitchhiking in the States, and even though it’s my first time, I feel comfortable doing it here. Perhaps it’s because, like most Americans my age, I’ve been influenced by Hollywood movies and my image of soldiers is glamorized. Maybe it’s because there’s a certain camaraderie of trust and solidarity here in Israel—the understanding I have here that I’m being protected all the time. Whatever the reason, I don’t hesitate to stand out in the middle of the road and stick out my index finger with my elbow comfortably resting on my side, just as I’ve observed others doing in the few short weeks since I arrived here.


Just then, a car approaches, and the driver signals that they’re about to stop.


Hey, I did it, I think. My first hitchhike!


But instead of stopping alongside me, it stops farther up the road. The soldier turns around, sees it has stopped, and runs toward it. He talks to the driver through the passengerside window while carefully holding his M16. Within a few minutes he’s back and the civilian vehicle is off.


He runs back still holding his M16.


“It’s not going where you need to go?” I ask.


“No, they’re going to a different place.”


“Oh.” I notice he doesn’t use the words “camp” or “army base,” making this IDF world still a bit mysterious and a bit secretive.


I’m eager to use my university Hebrew. If Mom were here, she’d grab my shoulders and whisper fiercely, “Watch out, they’ve got guns. Don’t get too close.” But their guns don’t shake me up; here, I can take a step closer, eavesdrop a bit.


The soldier steps out onto the road again with his index finger out, moving his boot in heel-toe-heel-toe fashion. Bustling bright. Olive skin. Dark hair. Curly. Just like my Israeli father.


It’s the summer of 1989. I’m eighteen years old. Just a few months ago, my father, Israeli-born and raised, offered me money to travel around the world. It was my last chance to explore my options: Would I postpone another year at SUNY Albany, or travel? As a freshman, I was unhappy and aimless. Dad complicated my life by holding up a picture of a twenty-two-year-old named Tania Aebi who’d made headlines in The New York Times by traveling around the world in a small boat. The newspaper clipping showed her entering New York harbor with a big wave and wide smile. I wanted to be that free. No obligations to school. I read the last words of the article over and over again: She intends to write a memoir of her travels one day.


“You see, Dorit? This is what it means to travel the world,” Dad said, grinning and pointing to the boat with an I-told-you-so sort of look.


The idea of traveling around the world worried me, though: would I have enough money, even with Dad’s help? What if I didn’t want to go back to school after that? How would I manage so long on my own? Where would I possibly go, and who would I go with? Nobody I knew was traveling around the world. Still, the idea of stepping outside my comfort zone was appealing. So I decided to start small, and to focus on the one country I knew something about: Israel.


I seized the idea of volunteering on my aunt’s kibbutz way before I really knew what a kibbutz was. Volunteering, I reasoned, would be an inexpensive way to visit the country. She and I corresponded in the fall of 1988 via airmail. I yelped when I received a red and blue envelope with Hebrew writing on it and with the word ISRAEL spelled out in English on the front.


“No problem,” she’d written in response to my initial letter. “I spoke to the person in charge of volunteers. We have a place on Kibbutz Malkiyah for you.”


What a perfect deal. I could still travel in Israel, I’d be with Dad’s family, and since I’d be working and Dad was paying for the flight, I wouldn’t need to shell out much money. I had finally found a way to break free from the two opposing forces of my life: my dad and my mom.


Mom was a child prodigy and a Julliard graduate, and today she is a classical pianist scared of anything that’s unfamiliar, including Israel. She and her family escaped the Nazis in the mid-1930s, when she was an infant, leaving her home country of Spain for Panama. Eventually they left for the US, where she settled in New York. She concertizes around the world, and Israel is the one country that triggers fear and insecurity in her; unfortunately, I’ve inherited quite a bit of her fear.


She’s always told me I have to “be somebody,” and that starts with getting a college education. But starting when I was eleven, she left me in charge of taking care of my brother so she could practice with legendary masters on the Upper West Side. And she always came back late—too late. She’s a New Yorker through and through, and so despite the prevalent crime and unsafe streets of the ’70s and ’80s, she always took either the bus or subway home.


After one late night practicing for an upcoming performance with Leonard Bernstein at Carnegie Hall, Mom told me I should consider becoming a teacher. “It’s the one thing you can fall back on,” she said. Aside from teaching Holocaust survivors a music survey course I designed at a vacation center somewhere in Pennsylvania a year or two ago, I have very little teaching experience, but the idea of pursuing a stable profession is appealing. She and my dad are both artists, so I know what it’s like on the other side. She doesn’t want to see me struggle, and I don’t want that either. Plus, it’s hard to follow your passion when all the freshmen in your graduating class are declaring pre-med and law majors. But I want to do the “right” thing, and I still don’t know what that “right” thing is. It’s frustrating.


Then there’s Dad, a Fulbright graduate and visual artist who sees the world through oils and canvas. Between my two parents, he’s the more logical and subtle one. So I’m following his philosophy of exploring my options without ruling college out—except that I’m staying with my Israeli family rather than actually traveling around the world, which makes me feel like I’m taking a shortcut.


“Dorit,” he said to me in earnest, “I’ll give you the money. Just take it and go!”


“I don’t want to!” I’m defiant—a practice I’ve learned well from years of maneuvering between Dad and Mom, especially since Dad testified in court that Mom wasn’t fit to be a primary caregiver and then moved out. I was twelve at the time.


“You’ll regret it,” he says. “Believe me.”


“Nope, I don’t think so,” I say smugly. Years later, I will regret that I didn’t take him up on his offer. How much does Mom’s fear and anxiety control me? Dad is fully aware of her controlling tendencies, but he has no idea how much they influence my decisions.


By the time this volunteer stint rolled around, I had finally managed to tap into that “higher-up” that I today call my “Jedi” voice and had conquered my fears. If Tania can do it, so can I, I reassured myself. It’s Israel—a country I’ve visited before, the homeland of my family. I’ll be staying with my aunt and uncle. I’m somewhat familiar with kibbutz life.


Dad didn’t say much when I said, “I’m going to volunteer on Malkiyah.” This time there was no defiance in my voice and Dad wasn’t trying to fight my decision. But we both knew that going to Israel was a deviation from the grander scheme of things. Perhaps I’d placated him in some way with the fact that I was going to volunteer in his homeland, but I’m sure at least a part of him was disappointed by my choice.


By the time my round-trip ticket was bought and my bags were packed, I was less jittery. The dots of earlier memories were starting to connect. I began vaguely to recall my aunt and uncle’s kibbutz from two previous family visits—the first at age five and the second at twelve. I remembered that it took at least twenty minutes to get to, driving along a very circuitous, narrow road. In the car, sandwiched between two grownups, the twelve-year-old in me paid special attention to the darkness on both sides of the car.


“Where are we?” I asked.


“On the way to Malkiyah,” someone said.


A barbed wire fence came into view under dim lights. “And what’s that over there?” I asked, pointing.


“Lebanon,” my aunt said. I almost could taste the Leben, a thin, unsweetened yogurt that Mom often bought and thickened with jam so it would appeal to my American taste buds. Leben, Lebanon—similar sounds. I remembered how I turned up my nose when I discovered the Leben wasn’t sugary and processed like the other yogurts at the grocery store. This time, though, I was ready to taste other experiences.


[image: image]


I LOOK AT MY WATCH. IT’S JUST THIS SOLDIER AND ME hitchhiking farther up the road for almost an hour. The Swedish and Danish volunteers just a few meters away don’t really seem to care how they’ll end up getting back to the kibbutz, and they’re still jabbering away.


Just when I’m about to pull out a token to make a call to my aunt, an army Jeep turns onto the road—its headlights blinding—and after passing us, it stops, right where the curvy road takes a sudden turn and disappears around a bend. Technically, soldiers can only pick up other soldiers or reservists, which explains why it stops so far away.


I get up from the curb to approach the Jeep, the first vehicle to arrive within the last hour. There are a limited number of seats available in the car, and by the time I get close, it’s clear that I’ll be beaten out by the soldiers, a few of whom are already swarming the driver’s side window. I have no chance of being picked up. But still, I take a few steps closer, near enough so I can peek into this foreign world.


They’re packed in like sardines—all of them with war-painted faces. They are on their way to Lebanon, but they will stop first at one of the neighboring bases up the hill to drop off a few soldiers. I know this because I overhear them chatting in Hebrew. The six soldiers in the back wear green helmets, and one of them shouts something to the Air Force soldier, who runs to the Jeep, opens the door, and then runs back to grab his green duffle bag.


Then the Jeep moves in reverse and stops where I’m standing, still with my index finger raised.


“Where do you want to go?” one of them asks me.


I lower my finger. Seriously? Will they take me? A volunteer?


“Kibbutz Malkiyah.” I immediately feel self-conscious about my accent. I worry that I sound like a cow chewing its cud, and yet I’ve never felt the confidence I do right now.


“At Americayit?” he asks. Are you an American?


“Ken.” Yes.


“Me-efo?” From where?


“New York City.”


“Ah—New York City,” the soldier says in a charming accent, as if I’ve just mentioned the land of his dreams.


New York City. Each time I tell Israelis in Israel where I’m from, their eyes light up like I’ve just handed them the jewel of the Nile. They are always asking me, “Hey, do you know so and so from Queens?” I didn’t understand why in the past, but on this visit I have finally realized that there are many Israelis living in New York City, and the Israelis here think that my corner of the world is like a mini-Israel. I used to think they thought America was a country paved with gold, but now I understand: it’s not the riches they’re driving at but the need to connect.


I take one step closer to the Jeep, aware of the boundaries between us. I’m a volunteer. They are male soldiers. But I’m not your typical volunteer. First, I’m Jewish; second, I’ve got an Israeli father; and third, I speak better-than-average Hebrew.


There are sizeable backpacks in the back of the Jeep. Because I backpack everywhere, I can easily see myself squeezing in like another sardine and chatting with the seven soldiers occupying the space. I welcome the physical closeness that my American peers might find off-putting. I find the diversity of their appearances appealing as well. Although dressed uniformly, their facial expressions, hairstyles, and even the way their paint is smeared are all different. One has what appears to be bangs under his helmet, while another has long, stringy hair. One has green eyes and another has brown. (I’ll fit in with my hazel eyes and long brown ponytail.)


As the Jeep starts to move, I step closer. Now I’m just a few inches away from the door. One of the soldiers leans out the window and shouts something incoherent in Hebrew. He smiles sheepishly. Pretty soon all seven male soldiers turn to look at me. This little interaction has gathered some attention. Even the volunteers who are sitting a few yards away are now closing in on me, and all I’ve really said is “Kibbutz Malkiyah.”


Air Force soldier leans out of the window and says something, then looks at me closely. For a moment I think he’s speaking to me, but then I realize he’s carrying on a conversation with his soldier buddies.


“Hey, Shalom, there’s not enough room in our Jeep to take her?”


“Shimon, are you crazy?”


I know it’s illegal to bring a civilian on board, but I figure it’s illegal like not buckling a seatbelt—a soft law. I can feel them sizing me up. I’m not one of those drop-dead gorgeous Swedish volunteers IDF soldiers are known to gravitate toward, and as this thought crosses my mind my confidence suddenly deserts me and I feel terribly self-conscious.


One of the soldiers continues to look at me as the Jeep begins to pull out. This is the closest I’ve ever been to an IDF soldier. On the kibbutz I see them eating lunch in the dining room after their shifts, but that’s about the extent of my exposure to them. I’m in awe of them, and being so close now prompts all sorts of questions: Who are they? Do they go into Lebanon and blast their M16s? Do they blow up houses? How do they attack? I feel so sheltered, and it seems to me that what a soldier goes through is the “real” world.
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FROM A YOUNG AGE, MOM PULLED ME AWAY FROM THE news every time Israel was announced on the media. Sometimes she would cover my eyes; other times she physically pulled me away from the television and turned it off. It was clear she hated Israel and was deeply afraid of the terrorists who so desperately wanted to blow it up.


Dad, on the other hand, was hungry to connect with his homeland. News was the only way in. He’d watch with intent as Golda Meir, Israel’s first and only female prime minister, bellowed about her big visions for social and political reform for the country while my father steadily commented in a tongue I couldn’t yet understand. Years later, I was given a picture of my father, a young Fulbright student, shaking hands with the famous Golda, and I began to understand. She wasn’t just this political person on TV. She was someone my father had actually met.
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THE SOLDIER COULD BE LOOKING AT ANYTHING—MY pea-sized breasts, my lanky arms, or maybe even the ponytail I’m afraid to release from its everlasting bun. I hear the chorus of a song I’ve grown to love—“The Weakness in Me,” by British singer Joan Armatrading—coming from the speakers in the Jeep. Israelis and volunteers love to sing this song while waving huge cans of beer and knocking heads at our local kibbutz pub.


My mom’s fears and worries about Israel make this experience that much more thrilling. Later, when I’m back in New York, I’ll start thinking of ways to make up for missed time—to get to know these people that I’ve always been told are “war monsters.” For me, Israelis are far friendlier than Americans. And maybe I’m just naive because I’m just a tourist, but I feel more comfortable, and safer, here than I do in the US. I love how, when we return from our various volunteer trips, the IDF soldiers we pass at the entrance to the kibbutz always raise their hands in a sort of salute before opening the gate for us.


I watch the Air Force soldier squeeze in with the rest of the soldiers and get swallowed up by the sea of uniform green inside. After they talk among themselves for a moment longer, the Jeep moves on, leaving me feeling a jumble of emotions. I just talked with IDF soldiers! My hands are shaking. I also wonder if I’ll ever get home.


I turn back to the road and stick out my index finger again. I’m hitchhiking in paradise, but now that my soldier friend is gone, I feel alone. In front of me is the majestic Hula Valley, resplendent with fish ponds, and Mount Hermon in the faraway distance. If I were to walk a kilometer up the mountain I would be able to see what this prized area, one of the prettiest in the country, is known for: squares of green and brown patches of farmland.


In a matter of moments, a big white van stops for me, and luckily there’s room enough for all five of us. But when I climb in, I discover right away that there are no seatbelts. The Danish and Swedish volunteers immediately prop their knees against the seats in front of them, unworried. Why aren’t they scared? I think, panicking. How can I ride in a car without seatbelts? I take a deep breath and remind myself not to act like my mother.


As we ascend the mountain, we pass apple orchards and fish ponds. Under the early evening sun, the ponds shimmer like diamonds. Soon enough, dense forests, rigidly bunched, take over both sides of the highway, and for a while there’s nothing more to see. On a clear day, there’s a bird’s-eye view all the way to Kiriyat Shmona, the next farthest town, and even to Metulla, known as the last stop moshava before hitting Lebanon. But now there’s only blackness between me and the rest of this unknown part of Israel—the same blackness I remember from my last trip up this mountain at age twelve.


I find myself leaning out the window, looking for the fish pond in the cozy, carpeted blackness of the night. The Israeli driver makes small talk in broken English, but I’m too nervous to engage. I’ve never hitchhiked in my life, and as much as I’m trying to ignore the seatbelt problem, it’s difficult for me to relax. I grab on to what appears to be a holder above the side window, just like Mom used to do when I was growing up any time she was in the car with Dad. A scene from my childhood comes to mind:


“Drive slower! Can’t you drive a bit slower?” Mom shouted loudly over the rickety grating sound our four-door burgundy hatchback made as we crossed the Brooklyn Bridge. She grabbed the holder next to her with two hands. My seatbelt had become unbuckled, but no one noticed. I paid attention to the noises: one long grate and then a thump . . . buh-ump!


“Avi, PLEASE SLOW DOWN!”


But Dad didn’t, and Mom continued to shout.


We reached the end of the bridge, and he finally slowed down.


“Okay, Mimi,” he said.


Ignoring him, Mom turned to me and said, “What happened to your seatbelt?” She reached over to fasten it. When it suddenly came apart again minutes later, I didn’t bother closing it again.


Now our driver snakes up the mountain and finally onto a straight road offering a multitude of directions. Signs in misspelled English point to various kibbutzim and army bases. Our driver turns right and left and left and right. Each turn brings us closer to Malkiyah, which sits on flat land just a few meters from the Israeli–Lebanese border. I know this because for the last week I’ve passed by this particular Galilean mountain—one of the higher ranges here. As we curve around the hill, I spy what appears to be a little hut, and a kibbutz member tells me it’s an abandoned watchguard tower left over from the 1967 Six-Day War, and not used anymore. It’s the same kind of tower I’ve seen on the other side of the barbed wire fence where my aunt lives, past a lovely expanse of quiet ridged rock and wildflowers that could easily be mistaken for Central Park.


By the time we enter the kibbutz gate, I’ve opened the window so far and wide that the cold air from the mountains is wrestling with my long brown hair. I fish several strands from my eyeglasses and hold them in one hand to keep them from spinning around me.


Could the Israel Defense Forces really be an option for me? I can’t get those IDF soldiers out of my mind. A seed has been planted. This could be my calling.


The van parks outside the dining room, and we walk up a little hill that brings us to a row of one-room volunteer quarters. The cold water I wash up with feels good against my sun-exposed skin. After a full meal of Israeli-style salad and hard-boiled eggs, I continue to entertain the thought of changing the course of my life. I know I won’t be able to stay on this kibbutz forever; in fact, I’ve got only four weeks left until I go back to the States.


From the US, I could see myself as a volunteer on a kibbutz but never as a soldier. But now that I’ve seen how integral soldiers are to the nation, I’m struck by the fact that young men and women are “born” into service from day one. I’ve never served or volunteered for anything before this, and even though I have been an Israeli citizen from birth thanks to my father, it was always clear that there was no expectation of my serving in the Israel Defense Forces. Even ignoring her aversion to Israel, Mom always thought volunteering was a crazy waste of one’s time. But now I wonder: Who are these people? What motivates them to serve their country? Will I ever be one of them?


After dinner, I try falling asleep next to snoring roommates, and instead lie there agonizing over these questions, afraid of what the coming years will bring. I’ve got this tendency to stick my hand way out into the future instead of just enjoying the moment. For years, friends have told me to stop thinking so far ahead—to be in the here and now.


“Just look at the step in front of you,” a wise old friend would say. “Don’t look too far ahead. One baby step at a time.”


Now, as the pine trees rattle and shake relentlessly outside our window, my own voice says, Stop agonizing over the questions. Just enjoy the experience, Dorit. You’re only in Israel for a short time.


But I counter myself sharply, I still have to make a decision. I don’t want to be unhappy again for another year at college. No way.


I find myself quoting poet Rainer Maria Rilke’s words to myself. I’ve memorized them by heart with the help of a note I’ve kept tacked on my wall all these years:


Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms . . .


If I were in my New York City loft room, I would simply have acknowledged these words for their beauty. But here, facing the unknown of my future, the words “live the questions” and “do not seek the answers” hold profound personal meaning. I’ve always thrived on having the answer; I’ve wanted to do everything right, and to do it in one straight, organized line. To do what’s expected. Now that I’ve deviated from that, I’m on my own. I have a decision to make, and, knowing myself as I do, it’s not going to be easy.
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SHAWNA


I STAY AT THE KIBBUTZ FOR A TOTAL OF EIGHT WEEKS. Each morning, I walk down the hill and past the barbed-wire fence that surrounds our kibbutz amid rocks and shrubbery. It’s so quiet up here, with the exception of the times when the targillim, army exercises, are being performed. There is shaking, rattling, and booming throughout the area at random hours each day.


Today, I look for a spot at the Hula Valley below me that I once observed from my aunt and uncle’s terrace, which faces two hills that come together on either side of a valley. On this clear morning, the valley shimmers in iridescent greens and browns.


When I first arrived at the kibbutz, I requested to work in the kitchen to be with my aunt, who stands on a wooden stool so she can stir soups with her sturdy, tanned, muscular arms. Her short brown hair evenly covers both sides of her face as she moves the tall wooden soup spoon in brisk, circular motions. After a few rounds she takes a regular soup spoon and tastes. The two spoon look ridiculously funny next to each other, their sizes comically disproportionate.


The only time we get to talk is during mealtimes. As founding members of the kibbutz, she and my uncle sit with other first-generation kibbutz members, while I break later with other volunteers. Their group began as a garin, a group of young people belonging to the Nahal, in the early 1950s, which is associated with the Nahal Infantry Brigade of the Israel Defense Forces. Over time, their hopeful settlement turned into a self-sustaining agricultural unit known as a kibbutz, where everybody works for the good of the commune and nobody has more than anyone else. Malkiyah managed to get by with agriculture at first, but they soon realized that if they really wanted to thrive, they would need other sustainable income sources, so they created a factory known as Orda, where they produce educational learning games in Hebrew.


Today, surprisingly, my aunt and I are on break at the same time, and suddenly I feel compelled to sit next to her. I slide my tray onto the table next to hers, and just as I do, one of the kibbutznicks turns to me and asks, “So, you’re Maya’s niece?”


“Yes.”


“From where?”


“New York City.”


“This is Avi’s daughter,” my aunt says in Hebrew, in a tone that announces, “She’s part of the family!” Suddenly I feel proud and special. This is the first time she’s ever introduced me to anybody.


Sometime during the first two weeks of my arrival, my aunt and I were watching Israeli news on the only channel in Israel—Channel One—and I asked her what it was like to raise her four now-grown children on the kibbutz. I was hoping she would open up to me, as so far she’d only really shared information when I asked her questions.


She muted the television, looked at me squarely, and said, “We are a very quiet family.”


There goes any hope of having a warm and fuzzy relationship with my aunt, I thought. Almost immediately I began to worry about our contrasts. I was the loudmouth, boisterous one with a terribly hearty laugh, whereas she kept mainly to herself, only talking when I asked a question or when she needed to share something important.


When the news came back on, Aunt Maya crossed her legs again and shook them up and down in a nervous sort of way while resting her chin on her hand, listening as the news reporters relayed the latest pigua—terrorist attack. There was silence again between us, and for a moment I was back again in my living room in the US, sitting on the carpet, and my mom was shouting, “Dorit, get back! Move back at least nine feet from the television, otherwise you’ll get radiation!” It didn’t make a difference if the image of the blown-up bus I was seeing on my aunt’s television was in Israel or somewhere else in the world. I had no sense of time or place.


At the end of the day, regardless of how things might go with my aunt, I’m an American teenager who prefers keeping to myself. I’m not big on sharing my political opinion on the Middle East conflict because I don’t have an informed point of view. I also don’t argue with the cashier if I don’t get the right amount of change, unlike my father, who quibbles over every penny. When my brother joked about it in front of him, Dad didn’t laugh. “Times are hard!” he said. “One day you’ll understand.”
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IF THERE IS ONE THING KIBBUTZNICKS FIND HARD TO accept, it’s that they never get to really know a group of volunteers because they are always on the go. I know this because both kibbutz members and the volunteers I’ve met have shared this with me. The fact I speak Hebrew and have a respected family member on the kibbutz makes it easier to build insider trust. To them, I’m Israeli Dorit, but I also fit right in with the foreign mentality of the volunteers. And the more I fit in, the more excited I am to work. When I started in the kitchen, I found myself volunteering alongside a twenty-eight-year-old Australian volunteer named Shawna who’s been working there for the last six months. I was drawn to her warm and generous smile, and ever since she discovered I’m from New York City, she’s told me tale after tale about all the American volunteers she’s met on the kibbutz.


Shawna’s been to the pyramids of Luxor, which I’ve only ever seen on TV—in Egyptian archeology class at college—and she’s worked at a remote Palestinian village school, too, which reminds me of how ignorant I am about the Palestinian–Israeli conflict. Like most Americans, I’m media-influenced when it comes to my view of what’s going on in the world. Shawna has also bungeed from a number of high places, including a bridge in the Amazon rain forest. I’m impressed. Besides the fact that I’m afraid of heights, I imagine my mom would have a heart attack if I ever decided to pursue such an extreme sport.


She corners me one day in the kitchen, smiles, and says, “Dorit, tell me about New York City and all the other places you’ve visited.” I find this line of questioning intimidating, considering she’s been all over the world.


“I’ve never been anywhere except New York City and New York State,” I blurt out.


This is a lie, and I don’t even know why I lie. I’ve actually been to California and a handful of other states. I remember going to the beach in the summer of 1987. I loved being able to run along a beach with my aunt’s golden retriever—something I was never able to do growing up because my mother was deeply afraid of the open sea. She was afraid I would drown and get pulled underwater by currents. Her fear wasn’t restricted to water-related injury: When I went on a class trip to Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty in elementary school, she warned me about the dangers of climbing to the top of the Statue of Liberty: “Just be sure you hold on very tightly, Dorit, because you can fall and crack your head open.” That image alone made me stay up for nights.


I don’t tell Shawna about the Statue of Liberty and Times Square; instead, I tell her what it feels to bike alongside the Hudson River down to Battery Park, to the point where you can get the closest view of the Statue of Liberty. I also tell her about the Staten Island Ferry.


“It’s been free all these years! And it’s one of the best things in New York City!” I exclaim. “If you come and visit me in New York City, you’ll have to visit me in my loft apartment!”


I describe the wavy fifteen-foot ceilings, and the loft my father crafted by hand for me many years ago. I’m trying to reassure myself that I really am a special volunteer because of my New York City background. This part makes me feel special.


One day in the kitchen, Shawna gives me a hearty pat on the back and says, “I’ve never met anyone quite like you—you are one of a kind!”


I laugh in response. It feels good to be recognized by Shawna, and I want to get known in the kitchen, and especially by Shawna, for my laugh. Laughing is my way of releasing some of the stress of trying to fit in with this new situation. Back home, as a child, my father often told me to pipe down. “Stop, just stop,” he’d say. “You’re way too loud!” But I wanted to draw attention to myself and be in the spotlight. I desperately craved attention from my artist parents. So when I discovered I had a hyena-like laugh, I decided to use that to my advantage. At both private and public school, my signature laugh made students and teachers turn their heads. Some kids called me the class clown because I’d laugh and then do something else to continue diverting the teacher’s attention, like falling off a chair. Even the teachers themselves would sometimes laugh at my antics.


“There she goes again!” a kitchen worker shouts as I let my laughing fit take me over, and soon enough a crowd of the kitchen workers has gathered around me, and a few are even trying to lift me up.


“Ma Karah?”—What happened? My aunt rushes in, her face ashen. When she sees I’m laughing hysterically on the dirty kitchen floor, surrounded by vegetable and fruit peels, she says, “Toda la’el she hacol besder!” Thank goodness everything is alright.


Shawna tries to pull me up. “Man, girl, you are a riot. I totally dig your laugh. You are so funny.”


I dig Shawna. Unlike anybody else, she makes me feel special. Instead of letting her pull me to my feet, I stay on the floor, laughing as loud and high as I can. The sound echoes all throughout the kitchen.


Shawna gets down on her hands and knees and then plops herself on the ground. “Hey girlie-girl, matey, did you always laugh like this?” She is now laughing too.


“YESSSSSSSSSSS!” Now I’m wheezing between snorts. I puff my chest to sound out the hyena part of the laugh even louder. This way she doesn’t have to get to know the real me—clingy, emotionally dependent, and insecure. She may not like what she sees. I have a high success rate with my laugh. I’ll stick with that.


Shawna opens her big brown eyes wide, releases a Cheshire Cat grin, and creeps even closer. I keep laughing. It’s my secret weapon. The only way to protect myself.
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ONE MORNING, AS I’M THROWING VEGETABLE PEELS IN the garbage on my way to lunch, Shawna grabs me and says excitedly, “Hey Dorit, all finished? Here, let me tell you what you should do now.”


It is 12:30 p.m. I have been working since 5:30 a.m., and my shift is over. All the vegetables have been washed and chopped for the rest of the day’s meals, and I am heading out to the dining room for my lunch. I am ravenous.


The next thing I know, however, she’s pulling me toward the kitchen sewers and ordering me to put on rubber gloves and drag out all the gunk, which is dirt mixed with what appears to be hair. The smell alone makes me want to throw up. Ugh. Why is she making me do this? And worse, why am I letting her make me do it?


She watches me and shouts, “Hurry, hurry, Dorit! We’re behind schedule. We’ve got to get the food out for lunch!”


Lunch? Isn’t lunch already ready?


Next she’s got me hosing down the last of the metal tubs we use for the salads. She rushes me through each task. “Hurry, already! We’ve got to get moving, Dorit!” she shouts. “No, Dorit! Wash these tubs out like this!”


I obey every request. My work pants are soggy and wet. Why don’t I say something? Why am I letting her control me like this? Instead of eating the lunch I’ve earned, I’m getting lunch ready for the first shift of hungry workers who are about to pour into the dining room from the orchards and factories and outside jobs.


Shawna hurries me through cleaning the next vat, tub, and container. I don’t even think of wearing gloves. By the time we’re finished, I’m wet, smelly, and too shaken up and tired to eat the food I helped prepare. In the dining room, Shawna whizzes by me, pulls a plate from the stacks, and laughs at some faraway joke before patting me on the back and saying, “Thanks, mate.”
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“OH, THAT SHAWNA. SHE IS TOO MUCH,” MY AUNT SAYS quietly after I share with her about Shawna’s controlling behavior. My aunt immediately calms me down. Why did I wait three days to tell her? What the heck was I afraid of? I appreciate the fact that Israeli-born people really don’t sugar-coat. Still, it’s clear that my aunt doesn’t realize how emotionally shaken up I am. She’s never had the luxury of time to obsess over emotions like I do—to have internal debates about whether people’s intentions are genuine or what major she wants to study. She’s always been devoted to a higher cause, consistently working for the sake of the common good of this kibbutz. Again, service.


Sabras (pronounced “tsabras”) is the term for Jewish people born in Israel—prickly and thorny on the outside, but with a sweet, softer interior. The term goes back to the 1930s and refers to any Jew born in Mandatory Palestine before Israel officially became a state, but today Israelis continue to use the word to refer to any Jew born anywhere in the historical region, which today comprises Israel and the Palestinian territories. My aunt helps explain sabra to me by showing me a prickly cactus sitting in a flowerpot in the corner of her modest terrace. After the incident with Shawna, the term finally starts to make sense to me: I can be more assertive, like the exterior of the prickly fruit, or I can be mushy like its inside. In the same vein, I have to get past the prickly exterior of the Israelis around me, including my aunt, in order to taste the “fruit” of the people—who, underneath it all, really are caring.


I suddenly feel as if I have a clearer road of understanding. I can either hang out with my fellow volunteers, speak English, and stay within my comfort zone here, or I can really make an effort to learn more about this “prickly pear” culture so I can determine whether or not I fit in here. And when my aunt says, “Oh that Shawna—she’s too much,” suddenly, there’s a cultural context to understanding the situation. Sabras don’t have time to waste. In a country like Israel, where there is constant political turmoil and war, there’s no time to worry about what another person has said or done. So my aunt would say to my worries and concerns, “Why the heck worry about Shawna and the things she did and said to you?” Relationships here are more direct and less emotional. At home when I’ve had conflict with friends I’ve spend hours wondering, What’s wrong with me? Am I such a bad person? What did I do wrong?—but here in Israel I don’t have the time and space to do that.


I have no history here. Everything is new. It’s like I’m a plant that’s been uprooted and planted somewhere else. I’m not native to this area, not yet a true sabra, as my language and cultural mentality are still in transition, but I feel protected by the light of my people. Here I can start fresh.
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AFTER A VISIT WITH MY AUNT WHERE SHE EXPLAINS about the Palestinian conflict and the historical context of what it means to be a sabra, I walk back to the volunteer quarters elated I’ve learned something new about my people and heritage. I welcome the afternoon siesta (kibbutznicks tend to nap between two and five in the afternoon) and, deciding to skip dinner, crawl into bed and gratefully surrender to sleep.


What feels like mere moments later, I wake up with a cold sweat forming on my back, side, and face like tears. Someone has closed the window and shutters, enveloping me in the darkness, and there’s no ventilation. I’m wrapped up in a scratchy, soggy woolen blue blanket—the kind you use at sleepaway camp. I hear a faint noise that sounds like a siren, and realize that must be what has woken me up.


For a moment, I am back in my aunt’s old house, a much smaller place than the one she’s in now. I run with my mother, her hand gripping mine, my other hand clutching my baby blanket, past the horses and their silky manes, until we reach a two room bungalow with foamy chairs without frames. It’s 1975, two years after the Yom Kippur War. I’m five years old. Mom immediately plants me on a chair and orders me to be quiet. Seconds later, I hear loud booms, the same kinds I’d hear years later as a soldier. “What an insane country,” she says. “I knew we shouldn’t have come here.”


The last thing I remember Mom shouting is, “I don’t want to be in this country. I just want to go home.”


I didn’t know how to react, so I imitated her and cried too.


Funny she once said that because now, at eighteen, I feel at home here on this kibbutz and not in the least bit threatened by any sign of an impending war. If anything, my newfound understanding of the politics involved has strengthened me. There’s power in knowledge.


At this point, I think, I could handle another war more easily than another Shawna outburst.


Just as I prop myself up, I hear a pounding on the door.


“Hey mate, you there?” a loud voice calls out. “Wanna come to the disco with us tonight?”


It’s Shawna.


Ugh.
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ESCAPING SHAWNA


AFTER EXPERIENCING SHAWNA’S ERRATIC BEHAVIOR, I strategize on getting the hell out of this kitchen. There’s just no other choice. I’m fine with the mindless work of chopping vegetables, mixing and spicing soups, and, most recently, making porridge, but now I’m constantly worrying that Shawna will order me around again—that I’ll get hurt again by her hot and cold behavior. Whenever I hear her whistle or sing, I think, That’s just a cover-up for the real Shawna who bosses me around. I consider what other jobs I might take on that will get me away from her.


The small, screened windows provide an expanse just wide enough to view the inconspicuous path of seedlings, forest firs, and wildflowers that meet the apple orchard at the entrance of the kibbutz. It’s there that I spy the possibility of peace and quiet—a reprieve from this kitchen drama. I stand on a little stool and stir big pots of chunky, hearty soup, allowing the steam to fog up my glasses and run up my nose.


I hear Shawna’s bellowing voice on the other side of the kitchen, and I wince. She triggers fears I’ve inherited from my mother—mainly her fears of authority and the unknown. She’s always been willing to do anything to make sure she remains in good standing, whether that meant keeping her per-diem job as a substitute music teacher with the New York City Board of Education or cooperating with the management of our building to ensure she wouldn’t lose our rent-stabilized apartment.


I’m afraid I’ll get so pissed off at Shawna that my emotions will get the better of me and I’ll tell her exactly how I feel about the way she’s been treating me—and that if I do, she’ll shut down and give me the silent treatment, or worse. I’ve never quite learned how to translate emotions into logical thoughts and then words. I simply attack.


Mom’s fear of the unknown includes a gamut of wild and uncertain things that aren’t on anybody’s radar, like her fear of being pushed unto subway tracks late at night, or her fear of contracting cancer from asbestos (she often sent me articles about asbestos when I was at sleepaway camp during the summer; when the articles started to outnumber the care packages, I wrote her back, “Where do you think there’s asbestos in a barn? This isn’t New York City!”). Eventually, Mom’s irrationality rubbed off onto me, and affected how I react around unknown or difficult situations—namely, always leaning toward harsh or negative interpretations of other people’s actions. Case in point: Hearing Shawna in this moment, I hunch over the kitchen sink and think, Shawna’s definitely going to attack me—to say something verbally abusive to me. There’s going to be chaos. There’s going to be a fight. It’s going to be terrible.


When I’ve mentioned Shawna in my brief phone calls with Mom, she’s just said, “Be a happy bug, don’t be a worry bug.” In fact, she repeats this mantra as if she’s captured by some magic spell. It’s her way of trying to protect me from the uncertainties of life, but after a while, the mantra numbs me. Her disconnection and ignorance irritate me. Why can’t I just feel my pain and suffering? Mom is incapable of embodying compassion, understanding, and empathy—all the qualities I have always envied in other mother-daughter relationships. I can already see how working on the kibbutz, not depending on Mom’s advice (or lack thereof), is helping me tap into who I am, my own power. I even think it has the possibility of bringing me happiness, though that will come with a price: separating myself from Mom.


I have begun to tiptoe around Shawna, to try to avoid her when I can. This is difficult, since she has appointed herself head of the volunteers. Where can I transfer to so I won’t have to see so much of her? A quick brainstorm reveals the possibilities: I can work in the laundry or dining room, or better yet, the glamorous apple orchards, which I’ve eyed ever since my arrival.


Apples. I yearn to be around them and with them—not just to smell them at a farmer’s market. I yearn to get intimate with nature. I’ve inherited Mom’s taste for them, her favorite fruit, and now that I’m far away from her, I want to know what it’s like to pick them. Each time we pass the orchards as we leave the kibbutz, I ask myself, What do they smell like? How do they feel?


“Dorit!” someone shouts. I turn my head, but it turns out someone is calling for a kibbutz member named Dorit, not me. Shaken from my reverie, I step down from the stool, thinking that I will to speak with the guy in charge of assigning jobs to volunteers today. Maybe I can start in the orchards as soon as tomorrow.


The guzzle of the kitchen mixers, the woosh-woosh of saran wrap and aluminum foil, and the crash-slam-bang of the huge metal refrigerator door remind me there aren’t that many places to escape to in this kitchen. And then, in the midst of this confounding noise, I hear her again: “Do you want me to bring the apples from the big or small refrigerator?”


I know she’s talking to my aunt by her tone, which is softer than the one she uses with other volunteers.


Little by little, Shawna approaches the secluded corner where I’m peeling vegetables that never made it into any of Grandma’s soups, like parsnips and fennel. Nothing escapes Shawna’s beady eyes, and the chances of me escaping are rather slim. I don’t want to draw attention to myself by running out the door. So I stay hunched over the two-foot sink, cold water rushing through my fingers. As I shake the lettuce under the stream one final time to rinse the dirt, I think, Please don’t let her notice me. Please don’t let me confront her. Please. Please. Please.


A firm hand grips my shoulder. “Hey, matey. What’s up?”


I continue to stay hunched over. “You know you owe me one.”


Oy. “Owe you?” I’m tempted to turn around, but I don’t want to see her face.


“For the night at the disco. I was waitin’ for ya, matey, at the bomb shelter. Ya never showed up.”


For a moment, I feel relieved. No attack. “I know. I was too tired that night. I’m not used to waking up at 5 a.m each day. Next time.”


“This is kibbutz life, matey. Better get used to it. This isn’t New York City.”


Right. You made your point. Now scat. Man, even when she’s not ordering me around, she’s bossy. I’m trying not to feel intimidated by her, but when I hear her voice, my nerves take over.


“Let’s hustle with those vegetables,” she says, patting my other shoulder. “Lunch needs to be ready on time today. Okay, matey?”


What’s up with all the ‘mateys’? I think. The word is Australian lingo for “buddy” or “friend,” but it’s clear that I’m neither. This is just Shawna’s passive-aggressive way of speaking, and it’s starting to tick me off.


“Uh-huh,” I say. Please just leave now.


“I want to see those salads out at 11:30, not 11:45 like last time,” she says.


My adrenaline’s now rising, but I don’t bother explaining that the fifteen-minute delay wasn’t my fault. She seems to expect me to hustle everyone else. But I’m not in charge, and I don’t like all this unnecessary pressure.


I’m hoping if that I don’t answer, she’ll take the hint. But she lingers beside me for a moment more (God knows what she’s thinking) before finally walking away.


When she’s at the other end of the kitchen I finally step down from the stool. Oh my God. I can breathe. My chest is heaving up and down. I gulp for air as if someone has just punched me. It’s a good thing nobody’s near me. At least I can cope with this problem without drawing any attention.


I’ve got to get out of here. Time to get another job.


The apple orchard. Freedom. Open spaces, a place to think without the consternation and worry Shawna creates in me. There’s no way I’m going to subject myself to another incident with her in the kitchen.


At dinnertime, my aunt and I approach the small cubicle of an office that belongs to the sadran avoda—the person in charge of assigning jobs to all the volunteers and kibbutz members. His name’s Avi, and he has a bulging belly. He chats with my aunt at a nearby dining room table, their heads drooping like wilted flowers. He takes out a time-blocking chart full of scribbles, arrows, and notes in Hebrew. He makes a few more notes, looks up at me, and smiles.


“You start tomorrow.”


Thank you, God.
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I EAGERLY ARRIVE OUTSIDE THE KITCHEN EXIT AT 4 A.M. to report for my new post. I’m first. There’s no garbage smell, as there often is later in the day—just the sound of nighttime crickets. The unwavering dotted lights of the settlements and army base in the Galilee Valley greet me only temporarily before the whir of a John Deere tractor and a chorus of laughter from a row of volunteers cut the silence. The driver’s got curly black ringlets like my father’s; they peek out from under his green work hat. I approach the wagon and perch myself up close to the driver. Others follow. Nobody says a word. Everyone’s heads are down. I try to distinguish between kibbutz member faces and volunteer faces, but it’s too dark to see.


We’re off toward the gate. I’m a kid again, delighted and excited to discover whether the orchards of my memory match up to what I am about to experience. I’m deeply fascinated by the delicate way in which the leaves brush against the tractor as it wobbles, creaks, and moans its way to our destination.


We arrive at the head of the row, and I’m the first one out. I breathe in the lush, fragrant soil.


“Nadav,” the driver says by way of introducing himself. “Rak-rega”—One minute—he says as he searches for the right apple orchard sak, or carrier.


My burly sak has a lock on the bottom to keep the apples in place. I strap it over my shoulders and fasten it around my waist, then empty it of brown and green leaves. How long have they been there?


We pick until mid-morning, at which point we break in the shadows of a nearby tree. I bite deeply into an apple and swish the juice in my mouth. Bittersweet. The next one I pick has white blotches on it, and I throw it aside.


Nadav and the other volunteers are somewhere behind me, unaware of how far ahead of the rest of the group I’ve gotten. In between plucks, bites, and momentary pauses, I turn my attention to the one thing I’ve managed to avoid thinking about thus far: my departure date. I still have about a month left here, but after that I’ll find myself back on an airplane to the States. So much has happened since I’ve arrived here. I don’t really want to go home. If I go back, I’ll have to confront Mom again, and she’ll try to make me feel like a nobody with her lectures about how important it is to go to college.


I’ve never been so intimate with nature before, and I figure this is my chance. I sit down, and I’m so busy smelling the fragrant earth that I don’t notice that I’ve sat down right near an irrigation hose until the rear end of my pants become completely soaked. I listen to eighties hits on my Walkman and observe the other volunteers. They work in a scattered, haphazard fashion. Some work while others break. Many are deep in conversation. Nadav inches the John Deere tractor farther down the row as we continue to fill up the huge yellow crates it holds. Life here is unregimented. Like nature. The skies. The trees. There is also no real presence of army life: soldiers do not patrol the warm summer earth here.

OEBPS/images/com.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781631520365.jpg
“A courageous and touching story of the female immigrant experience
in the Israel Defense Forces that many readers will sympathize with.”
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