Jennifer Lang

The Fabric of Peace

MY BREATH CATCHES WHEN I LOOK AT MY SON BENJAMIN IN HIS ISRAEL
Defense Forces (IDF) army fatigues for the first time. Because he is my
firstborn. Because he towers over me. Because he is ready to embark on a
journey I'd secretly hoped none of my children would ever pursue. Seeing
Benjamin now reminds me of my long-ago vision of peace back when I had
first moved to Israel and former Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin stood in the
spotlight.

Pregnant in the spring of 1993, I was swept up in the cautious optimism
that infused the country. The long, hot summer of swollen feet and What
to Expect When You’re Expecting coincided with Israel’s season of political
dialogue, peace talks and agreements. World politics centered on Rabin, his
name coming up in our everyday conversation. The Oslo Accord unfolded
as my belly expanded.

MIDWAY THROUGH MY FIRST PREGNANCY, DURING A ROUTINE APPOINTMENT,
my gynecologist waved his magic wand over my abdomen, squinted at the
ultrasound screen, and informed me I was carrying a boy. My husband,
Philippe, wasn’t with me; I was devastated the doctor had robbed us of the
surprise.

I wanted a girl. Boys scared me. In Israel, most eighteen-year-old males
serve three years in a combat unit in the IDF. Just because I had chosen to
live in the only democracy in the Middle East didn’t mean I’d be ready or
willing to sacrifice my child, something it seems every Israeli accepts.

By the third trimester, the subject of politics dominated every
discussion: Oslo this, Rabin that, the PLO this, the Accords that. I pondered
baby names, as well as the meaning of war and peace, compromise and co-
existence.

ON SEPTEMBER 13, PHILIPPE AND I BROUGHT HOME OUR FOUR-DAY-OLD
son from the hospital. With Benjamin’s crib in one room and oodles of
baby presents in another, our Haifa apartment felt cramped. Even though
Philippe told me to rest, I couldn’t. All I wanted to do was gaze down at my
infant and up at the television screen; on TV, Rabin and PLO leader Yasser
Arafat were shaking hands, the first public handshake between the two arch
enemies, with U.S. President Bill Clinton at their sides.

I stretched out on our autumn-colored couch. Benjamin, his eyes
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pinched closed and his lips puckered, slept quietly despite the voices
emanating from the set a few feet away.

“The peace of the brave is within our reach,” Clinton said. “Throughout
the Middle East there is a great yearning for the quiet miracle of normal
life.” His words resonated deeply.

I stroked the wisps of downy hair on my baby’s head, overcome by
the thought that I had made this tiny, perfect being, that it was my job to
protect him.

Rabin spoke next: “We who have fought against you the Palestinians,
we say to you today in a loud and clear voice, enough of blood and tears,
enough!” Tears formed at the edge of my eyes. As these world leaders stood
on the White House lawn in Washington, DC, thousands of onlookers
applauded, and many bowed their heads as if in prayer. For months, I'd
been reading and listening and paying attention to the news. I believed in
these men and their promises.

As ayoung mother and new immigrant from America, I watched these
ground breakers, full of hope. I trusted Rabin to lead this teeny, complicated
country to peace. I believed that when my child grew up, he wouldn’t have
to serve in the army.

ALMOST TWO DECADES LATER, DURING WHICH WE'VE LEFT AND RETURNED
more than once to this land, I stare at my soldier son in wonder. During
his month-long basic training, he spends every other weekend at home.
On Sunday, the first day of the work week in Israel, he wakes up early and
quickly dresses in his compulsory layers—white V-neck undershirt, moss
green long-sleeve shirt and matching trousers, tucked into ankle-high black
boots with thick black socks—guzzles a big glass of water, grabs a granola
bar, and races for the bus back to the base.

A typical teenager, he doesn’t talk much to us, so we know little about
army life. He says the food is terrible. They rise before dawn to do physical
exercises and go to bed long before his circadian clock beckons him. They’re
warned not to bring any valuables with them, and they have limited use
of their cellphones. At an age when his American peers can choose if and
when to study or party, our son no longer controls his time or movements.
He cannot spend endless hours online or text his girlfriend spontaneously.
For now, his life belongs to the IDF.

I STAND IN AWE OF MY SON’S COMMITMENT TO ISRAEL SINCE HE SPENT THE
bulk of his childhood in my homeland. Shortly after his first birthday, we
left and spent one year in France, six in Oakland, California, and ten in
White Plains, New York.

Transitions between moves were bumpy. By the time we had settled
into our new California lives in the fall of ‘95, I felt torn in two. As much
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as I'd wanted to reside closer to my parents, I missed the one, big family
feeling in Israel sometimes.

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER FOURTH HAD STARTED LIKE ANY OTHER. FADED
leaves danced along the sidewalks of our Crocker Highlands neighborhood.
Shortly after breakfast, Philippe left with two-year-old Benjamin for Shabbat
services at Beth Jacob Congregation, where I joined them later. My husband
greeted me in the entryway of the synagogue, a grave expression on his face.

“Where’s Benj? Is he okay?” I asked.

“He’s fine, walking around with a teenager who loves playing with
him,” he said. I sighed, relieved. “But, did you hear?”

I shook my head.

“Rabin was assassinated at a peace rally in Tel Aviv.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right!”

“No, I'm serious. It was some right-wing fanatic. That’s all I know.” The
corners of his lips usually turned up slightly when he was joking. This time,
they weren’t.

Philippe opened his arms to cradle me. I leaned in. I cried, globs of
emotion clumped in my chest. I envisioned people lighting candles and
keeping vigils in the White City and felt heartbroken for the distance,
for not being able to mourn with everyone, for the loss of a remarkable
statesman. Yet, I knew that with Rabin gone, the never-ending cycle of
madness between Israeli Jews and Palestinians would resume; as long as we
stayed in the U.S., I reasoned, I could protect my baby.

During five of my most important early adult years in Israel, Rabin
had loomed like a grandfather figure. Without fail, he appeared—in
the Jerusalem Post, in our weekly issue of TIME magazine, on the nightly
news—accompanying me on my journey as young woman, new immigrant,
new wife, and new mother. I met and married Philippe and gave birth to
a sabra; said “Shabbat Shalom” on Fridays to the butcher and the baker;
camped in the Sinai desert before it was returned to Egypt; and celebrated
the Jewish holidays with the entire nation. I lived through stone-throwing
in the late 1980s, the First Gulf War in 1991, and numerous terrorist attacks
in the 1990s. Yitzhak Rabin and his vision of peace enveloped me like a
cocoon, making me feel safe.

IN THE YEARS THAT FOLLOWED RABIN’S ASSASSINATION, AS OUR FAMILY
grew, the Israel issue strained our marriage. Philippe made it clear that he
only lived in the United States for me, while I told him I couldn’t fathom
living in a country forced to fight in a war without a name while raising three
young kids. We reached the most logical and non-negotiable compromise:
summers in the scalding desert.

As a new century dawned, the region was volatile. In the first half of
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2001, while we were entrenched in house hunting and packing to relocate
from one coast to the other, not a month went by without at least one act
of terror in Israel. Six years since Rabin’s assassination, and peace was long
forgotten.

As much as I tried to tune out the news, I was constantly bombarded.
My parents, New York Times junkies, often called to say, “Did you hear the
latest?” Friends on both coasts emailed to make sure our contacts in Israel
were unscathed. Following bombings in Jerusalem, I immediately checked
in with my brother, who had immigrated after college, to confirm that his
family was intact. No matter what I did or where I lived, I couldn’t ignore
the country.

DURING THE SUMMER OF 2006, TENSION BETWEEN ISRAEL AND LEBANON
escalated as the two countries sent rockets and tanks, missiles and soldiers
into each other’s territory. Israelis were either called in to serve or on
standby in case they were needed; many cut vacations short or cancelled
them altogether in order to help.

That summer, we planned to celebrate Benjamin’s bar mitzvah in
his birthplace. When we’d made the arrangements, we hadn’t taken the
possibility of war into account. For weeks before our departure, everyone in
our inner circle emailed and phoned to ask about our backup plan, assuming
that since the war had intensified we’d cancel. But, there was no such talk in
our house. Six weeks shy of his thirteenth birthday, Benjamin never raised
the topic, either unaware or unconcerned, assuming his parents knew best.
Philippe was confident the conflict would end.

At night, my brain buzzed like an annoying insect, awakening me.
Irrational what-ifs spun in circles: what if we were at a stop light in Jerusalem,
next to a bus, and a suicide bomb exploded? What if terrorists blew up the
plane to Israel? In the darkness of our bedroom, I tiptoed to the bathroom
and felt around my medicine cabinet for Ambien to help lull me to sleep.

“You guys are so brave!” our friends said as each day passed and our
travel plans stayed the same. “You're heroes!” I didn’t understand who they
were talking to. Inside, I felt petrified and weak, ready to cancel as soon as
Philippe agreed. I was anything but courageous.

How I yearned to ask the bar mitzvah boy if, after all the planning and
preparations of the past months, he would be okay if we stayed put and
celebrated his entrance into adulthood in New York instead.

As casualties rose on both sides, the government and the army were
criticized for their lack of preparedness, their pitiful reactions, and their
poor execution. Rabin’s absence left a gaping hole in the country’s delicate
fabric. I couldn’t stop thinking about him, imagining how different Arab-
Jewish relations might have been had he still been alive.

And then, on August fourteenth, the United Nations brokered a
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ceasefire. The fighting stopped. We boarded our Lufthansa flight knowing
that the danger had passed—until next time.

By the time we arrived, kids roamed city streets licking watermelon
popsicles, people sat in cafes sipping iced coffee at all hours, and sunbathers
swarmed the beaches. Friends in Israel referred to what we eventually named
as the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah War or Second Lebanon War in past tense.

For the last week of our trip, our parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins
arrived from France and America. Together with our brothers and their
families, we volunteered with the national food bank to pick onions at a
field in the center of the country. Covered in dirt and blobs of sweat, we
invited them all to lunch at a nearby Italian restaurant where we sat in the
shade of a courtyard and gorged on pizza and pasta.

“Mazel tov to Benj,” my dad said, lifting a glass of ice water, “for
bringing us together to this special country on the occasion of your Bar
Mitzvah.”

“L'chaim,” the adults chimed in. To life. My girls and all their little kid
cousins imitated the adults, clinking spoons against glasses.

“And to peace,” someone said, perhaps my uncle or Philippe’s aunt.

I'looked at my father, then my son. It was only Thursday, the day before
the real celebration, and already I was overwhelmed by emotion, thinking
about how far Philippe and I had traveled, following unexpected detours
along the way, over the past sixteen years.

The next afternoon, we drove south near Kiryat Gat to Kibbutz Gal-On
guesthouse, where one hundred of our closest friends and family members,
most of whom had attended our wedding in Jerusalem and, three years
later, Benjamin’s circumcision ceremony in Haifa, would gather for the next
twenty-four hours.

Dressed for services and dinner, my family of five posed on the lawn
outside our bungalows for the photographer. She directed us to stand
between two acacia trees, the girls on either side of their big brother. Slowly,
our groupings grew: Philippe’s family, then mine, eventually both sides.
When, toward the end, the photographer staged the forty-something,
three-generation clan together, Benjamin gaped at everybody surrounding
him. “This is just family?” he asked. “I can’t believe how many of us there
are here!” Here, in the land of Israel.

That night, during Shabbat dinner in the dining hall, Philippe and I
stood and shouted to get everyone’s attention. We summoned Benjamin to
join us. First Philippe spoke in French, thanking our guests for coming and
summarizing the verses Benjamin would be chanting from the Torah the
next morning, about how Moses gathered the Israelites to enter them into a
covenant with God, warning of the exile and desolation of the land if Israel
abandoned God’s laws, but assuring them that they will eventually repent,
and God will then return his people to the Holy Land.
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“And now, Jennifer will speak in English,” he said. Our guests chuckled.

I faced my son. “Benj, I know you've heard this story many times about
the day we brought you home from the hospital,” I began, reiterating that
peace talks were in the making. “And how you were one of the founding
members of the generation of hope, of peace.” I paused and inhaled.
“Despite the failure to reach peace in Israel, we bring you and your sisters
every summer to see your family. We want you to know Israel—not as a
tourist but as the sabra that you are. Here, Benjamin, is my blessing: that
you continue to be the intelligent, caring, world-savvy young man you
already are as you grow up, that you question what needs to be challenged
and accept what cannot be changed. That you are strong and self-confident
enough to go out into the world and in some way help bring peace—into
your life, our lives, and the lives of the greater world.” Finally, I exhaled then
hugged my eldest child.

Philippe handed me a glass of wine and raised his. “L'chaim,” he said
and everyone joined in unison.

A FEW DAYS BEFORE WE LEFT ISRAEL, ONE OF PHILIPPE’'S COLLEAGUES HAD
asked if he’d consider working in the company’s Raanana office. Assuming
I wouldn’t be interested, Philippe politely declined. He repeated their
conversation as a fait accompli.

“This might surprise you, but I'm open to the idea of living here for a
year,” I said as we were packing. The kids were asleep in another room.

“Really?” His face changed from expressionless to expectant.

“I've been thinking a lot about raising children here,” I said. “When the
kids went with their cousins alone to the park and for pizza, they loved it.
Seven and nine year olds don’t get that freedom in America, and I know that.”

My husband listened intently.

“I'm set professionally,” I continued. “I can write and teach yoga
wherever we live.”

A one-year semi-sabbatical, I thought, would snap us out of mid-life
stupor, a kind of spell that had been cast on us and our peers in America:
re-tile roof, sign up child for another extra-curricular activity, buy another
pair of black boots. The kids would be fourteen, ten, and eight, ideal ages to
explore with and expose to other cultures both in and outside of Israel.

That conversation marked the first of many until, finally, just as the
groundhog checked for his shadow in early February, we reached a mutual
decision to leave for what I called The Year of Living Differently. When
we initially shared the news, our parents supported us and our friends
considered it a middle-aged crisis. But our kids were less enthusiastic.

Philippe and I called a Family Meeting, the first and only one of its
kind, in our living room. After we sprung the news, the youngest collapsed
in a fit of tears because of her best friend; the middle one bounced up and
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down on the sofa like popcorn, beaming, bursting, eager for an adventure;
Benjamin sank into the sofa.

A sweet but somewhat reserved teenager, his voice, still childlike and
high, quivered. “No, tell me youre kidding? I'm gonna miss my freshman
year of high school here, in New York?” His eyes welled up. Philippe put his
arms around him.

I hadn’t expected Benjamin to react so harshly. For the past five years,
he had made it clear how much he disliked Westchester and had never made
another best friend like the one he’d left behind in California. He avoided
inviting boys over because we didn’t have a swing set or trampoline in the
backyard, and his sisters’ Polly Pockets had invaded the basement.

I knew that he, like me, thrived on routine and structure. Big-scale change
like moving would be difficult for him; yet, like his Abba, I knew Benjamin
felt more comfortable in Israel. Every summer, Benjamin metamorphosed
into a different version of himself, becoming more dynamic and outgoing and
animated, when he plunged into the Mediterranean head first; walked to the
nearby corner market, jingling coins in his pocket to buy cheese burekas and
Bamba; or roamed the streets of Jerusalem with his cousins.

TWO WEEKS AFTER OUR ARRIVAL IN RAANANA ON A SIZZLING AUGUST
afternoon, Benjamin arrived home from his ulpan immersion class
and announced that he couldn’t remember the last time he had felt as
comfortable with a people and a place. As each month passed, he grew more
and more attached.

“We’re staying, right?” he said sometimes. “We’re not going back. I'm
not at least.”

Was he threatening me?

During our year, Benjamin tackled engaging extra-curricular activities:
tennis, French, emergency medical technician training. He rode his bike or
the bus long after dark, no longer dependent on me carting him to friends’
houses or on his outings. He spoke Hebrew with almost no American
accent. As a young and impressionable teen, he watched family friends’ kids
and his older cousins interview for the army, discuss potential units, and
undergo the extensive testing procedures.

By early spring, the Palestinian Sunni-Islamic fundamentalist
organization Hamas began lobbing hundreds of Qassam rockets from the
Gaza Strip into southern Israel. I was on edge, not afraid for my personal
safety since we lived forty-five miles north of Ashkelon and Sderot, the
two cities taking the most hits, residents running for shelter in under
fifteen seconds, but for the state of Israel. Whenever anyone mentioned
“the situation,” code for the security threat du jour, I conjured up one-way
conversations with Rabin, letting him know how much I missed him and
wished he were here.
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We became a family divided: the boys dreamed of staying in Israel
and the girls, mostly me, balked. Philippe called me closed-minded for not
extending our time, while I felt betrayed he wasn’t sticking to our agreed-
upon twelve-month plan. We raised our voices. We slept back to back. We
didn’t talk for days, sometimes a week at a time. Finally, I proffered a deal: if
he’d agree to return to the United States, I'd consider coming back to Israel
permanently after Benjamin’s high school graduation.

While my husband softened toward me, my son grew angrier. “The
Ludens are staying. The Millers are staying. The Rothenbergs stayed. They
all came for a year too. Why can’t you be more like them?” Benjamin said as
if accusing me.

I took his blame—for exposing him to something wonderful and then
whisking him away, for uprooting him again. Israel’s energy and craziness
had nestled itself into his blood and his bones—not mine. The smallness of
the country suffocated me, and the absence of any peace process made me
despair.

THE FOLLOWING YEAR, BACK IN NEW YORK, BENJAMIN RECEIVED HIS FIRST
draft notice from the IDF. Even though every Israeli-born child is obligated
to serve, those with extenuating circumstances are often exempt. Since we
left the country when he was a year old and ended up living abroad for so
long, he could have easily opted out, telling them that he had no intention of
coming and that he planned to go to college in America instead.

But my son had other ideas. After being dragged away from his
birthplace, he had a difficult transition back to high school. Philippe and
I knew that Israel, in particular the army, preoccupied him. One Saturday
evening in the fall of his junior year, the conversation finally arose.

“The college fair’s tomorrow at Schechter High to learn about campus
and Jewish life in America. I'll go with you if you want,” I said, treading
carefully between my desire for involvement and his need for independence.

“I'm not going. You go,” he said with a huff, plunking his body onto the
living room couch.

“Why would I go without you? I've already been to college.”

Aside from my voice, nothing was steady. My jaw, heart, forehead,
shoulders all trembled and clenched and trembled again.

“I'm not going to college in America, so I don’t need to go.”

“Then what are you doing after you graduate next year?” Philippe asked.

“I'm going to Israel, to do the army.”

Philippe and I exchanged looks. We were neither surprised nor opposed.

“We want you to know that if that’s what you want to do, we’ll support
you,” Philippe said.

We hadn’t discussed or rehearsed it, but we agreed. I couldn’t deprive
my son of living in Israel—again.
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Once Benjamin announced his plan to enlist, Philippe and I resumed
the charged conversation we’d been having off and on for years—one that
was easier for him than for me. We agreed to stay two more years in America
and then return to the place where our story had started.

Knowing that Benjamin would be in Israel made it easier to imagine
ourselves there. We made it clear to all three of our children that our move
wasn’t for or about him, rather it was about staying together as a family,
about reclaiming our Year-of-Living-Differently adventure, seeing the
world from a different perspective.

FROM THE BEGINNING, BENJAMIN TOOK TOTAL CONTROL OF HIS ARMY
process: because we lived in the U.S.; because Philippe and I had never
served in the IDF; and because my son approached most new challenges
with fierce determination and single-mindedness, almost to the point of
obsession. I had never been as hands-oft—and excluded—in all my years
of parenting.

He aimed for an elite Intelligence unit. He followed up with any
connections and leads he was given. He used every possible means of
communication, scheduling calls during free school periods or on Sundays,
the first day of the work week in Israel.

At the beginning of his second semester of senior year, he flew to
Israel. For seven straight days, he said yes to everything a particular unit
in Intelligence asked: meetings; interviews in English, French and Hebrew;
computerized tests; translations.

He returned to New York skeptical, and when, a few weeks later, the
unit turned him down, he was crushed, the first blow of his adult life. He
knew the only way to get into one of his dream units would be to go, after
school ended, to network, to take each potential exam and interview one
step at a time until he got where he wanted.

TOWARD THE END OF HIS GRADUATION CEREMONY FROM A PRIVATE JEWISH
school in Manhattan, the principal summoned five students, including
Benjamin. He called them exceptional and brave not just because they were
heading to Israel but also because they were going above and beyond the
call of duty to serve the country by entering the IDF. Watching Benjamin
on stage, I sobbed. Everything I had been holding in, perhaps even denying,
for the past year spilled out. My son was making the biggest sacrifice I
could imagine, derailing from the traditional American path of college-
job-graduate school to spend the next thirty-six months answering to a
commander in the Israeli army.

He was born into an era of peace, but now, almost two decades later,
peace was only an illusion. I had brought a small wonder into the world, but
I could no longer protect him.
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OUR TRANSATLANTIC MOVE ENDED UP EASIER THAN EXPECTED FOR ALL
of us. Within the first few weeks, the girls were immersed in school and
making friends, while Philippe and I focused on the house and work.

As for Benjamin, he didn’t ask for pointers or guidance, knowing
our ability to point and guide was nil, and I tried not to pester him with
questions. He was being pursued by an interesting, lesser-known, hush-
hush unit, meeting plain-clothes commanders at different bases or at local
cafes to discuss responsibilities, terms, and conditions.

Six months after our arrival, Philippe drove Benjamin to Tel Hashomer
recruitment base and watched him board a bus for one month of basic
training. I stayed home to get the girls ready for school.

“You should have come,” Philippe said as soon as he walked in the door.
“The place was packed. People go with their whole family, their friends.
They bring breakfast and hang out waiting for the kids to leave. It was such
a scene.”

No one had told me. We had no idea. I felt as if I had deserted my son.

WITH BASIC TRAINING BEHIND HIM, BENJAMIN DONS HIS REQUISITE
uniform, blending right in with the majority of young adult men and
women in this country. I refrain from asking too many questions. A part
of me wants to know what he does and another part of me has no desire for
fear that it is not what I think, that rather than sitting safely in front of a
computer in his office he is in fact out in the field, meeting with soldiers in
other secret units, planning or plotting to thwart terrorist attacks.

With my son in the service, I choose to disconnect from the media,
attempting to avoid the hourly news on the radio, news updates on Facebook,
daily newspaper, weekly magazines. I cannot stomach the incessant talk of
Iran and their potential nuclear powers. In the four years since we last lived
here, the Arab world has turned upside down. There is unrest everywhere,
touching Israel’s borders, to the north in Syria where there is a civil war and
to the south in Egypt, where an Islamist government has been elected. The
occasional operations, mere euphemisms for war, between Israel and Gaza
remind me how frangible life is here. None of these countries are secure
and Arab leadership is in crisis, becoming more and more extreme. There is
no one with whom world leaders—Israeli or Arab or other—can discuss or
resume talks of peace.

In our sleepy city, where flowers bloom year round, I burrow down
and bury my head to create a false sense of security. I like to pretend
that I'm somewhere else. If and when the words “peace” and “talk” are
mentioned together, it’s in the negative sense as in failed, stalled, stuck,
and impassable. Without Rabin and his clear-cut plan, and in the absence
of strong governing powers on both sides, believing in peace has become
difficult.
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With Benjamin in the army, though, I must have hope. Although he
and I do not discuss how we feel about being here, what we each envision
for Israel’s future, whether or not there are prospects for peace, I am proud
of him—his maturity, dedication and focus. At eighteen, he knows what he
wants and has chosen the less traveled path to get it.

I thought about my long-ago wish for my son during his Bar Mitzvah
and how, all these years later, it had in fact come true. A self-possessed
young man, he was forging his own path and bringing peace—into his life,
our lives, and the lives of the greater world.

My soldier son was proof that Rabin’s legacy might not be forgotten
after all.

We had swapped roles long before I was ready. My job to protect him
was finished, as he, my firstborn, considered himself ready to protect me.
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