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For Damien,  

my reason to be better
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There are no more words. She has said all the ones she wrote down.

She touches the space where more would be, as if searching 

for them, as if willing them to appear. The paper crinkles under 

fingers chapped from days of dry air. She smooths it against the 

fake wood of the podium, flat, light, cheap. She does not know why 

she lingers, when she wanted this to be over before it began.

She looks up for the first time, at the people standing before 

her. In those eyes she reads so much: anger, pity, grief, anticipa-

tion, disdain. Suspicion.

Her heart aches. There are so many who will still believe 

what they believe, she knows. In the new silence, now that she’s 

able to measure the completeness of her words together, they feel 

inadequate, useless, impotent. In desperation, she searches for 

others, something, anything to communicate what she feels unable 

to get across, and says the next five that come to her mind.

“This is not our fight.”
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My dad only exists in a memory.

I’m so young, barely old enough to stand by myself. Can I 

walk yet? I’d probably make it a couple steps, stumble, fall back 

on my ass like Declan’s little cousin in the video from New Year’s. 

Maybe the shock would make me laugh like she did; probably I 

would’ve cried.

There’s light everywhere in this memory: pouring through 

the windows, from the bulbs overhead, from his smile. He’s so 

much taller than me. I have to crane my head way back to look 

at him. My neck aches from the strain, but it doesn’t bother me 

enough to stop. I don’t know what room I’m in —  kitchen? living 

room? —  but it’s not the house I live in now or the apartment from 

when I was little. This is someplace different, a home I only ever  

see in this memory.

He swoops down and picks me up, lifts me high, and now I’m 

taller than him. Over his head I can see my mom, and I feel the 

grin bursting on my face. He spins me around in one great circle, 

and I laugh and close my eyes, watching the light change through 

the inside of my eyelids. He kisses me hard on one cheek, on the 

other, sets me down. He says goodbye as the warmth of those 

kisses spreads to the rest of my face.

I told my mom about this once, when I was younger. Maybe 

six or seven. We were eating dinner, and she was reading some 
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old magazine. She didn’t look up, just kept picking at her salad. I 

watched her eyes scanning back and forth across the lines of gray 

text, and just when I decided she hadn’t heard me, she said, “This 

did not happen.”

You ever think about how lonely your oldest memory is? The 

only one from its time, nothing else to back it up. Those faint 

images that have been with you the longest at the mercy of your 

own self- doubt and mistrust.

This memory is hazy now, corrupted by the time that’s gone 

by. I can’t tell anymore if it’s something that actually happened or 

what I imagined that something to be.

Or even less, the memory of a dream.
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My mom’s hair is all curls. They wiggle when she shakes her head, 

even a bit. It’s a big, bushy mass, jet black, a bird’s nest. I’d have 

to get close to see the roots, the tiniest bit of brown, probably not 

even a quarter inch. Eema will dye it again tonight. She won’t let 

more than a couple weeks go by.

“Why do you do that?” I asked her once. I’d watched her as 

she unwrapped her towel turban, quick but careful, practiced 

but vigilant, a ritual I’d seen millions of times but never thought 

about.

When I finally did, it occurred to me how weird it was. Eema’s 

not one to care about appearances more than is absolutely nec-

essary. She’s not sloppy, not untidy; she just has no interest in 

cosmetics. If it’s not practical, it’s not worth doing. I’ve never seen 

her wear lipstick.

She paused in the middle of toweling off her hair, as if she 

had never considered the question. “I prefer black,” she said. That 

was that.

I watch her now as she reads the Chronicle, curls shaking in 

tiny eruptions. The actual print version, so quaint. I look for the 

steam above her coffee and don’t see it. She almost never finishes 

her coffee, lets it cool half- full, but still complains about how 

expensive chicory is.
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“Bye, Eema,” I say.

“Study hard,” she responds, not looking up. I mouth it with 

her, something I do every time. She never sees.

Declan climbs in, clicks his seat belt in place carefully. I stare at 

him as he does, at the mismatched three- piece suit he’s wearing 

under a giant overcoat.

He settles in, smoothing down his coat, then notices the still-

ness. He looks over, sighs.

“Okay. I know. But I wanted to wear my new pants for the 

first Friday of the school year,” he says, pushing his giant over-

coat aside so I can see them. “But then my only belt broke, so I 

needed this vest to cover the waistband, and then I needed a tie if 

I was wearing a vest, right? But then the back of the vest is kind of 

messed up, so I thought my jacket could cover it.” Declan twists 

around, displaying for me all the things wrong with the pieces of 

his outfit. “And then my jacket sleeves are frayed, since it’s really 

Don’s old jacket he had in ninth grade, I think? So I needed the 

overcoat to cover that.”

I wait for him to stop.

“It’s ninety- five degrees,” I say.

“We’ll be inside.”

I stare.

And when I have stared long enough, I shift into reverse.

I drive Eema’s old Ford Fiesta from the nineties. It has an ancient, 

musty smell and no air-conditioning, but I’m seventeen and with-

out a better choice. Declan still asks for a ride, even though he 
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has other friends with newer, less shitty cars. I don’t mind. Why  

would I?

“Deck Lehn?” Eema asked when she first met him, trying out 

the sound of his Irish name on her Israeli tongue.

“Yes, Miss Sharon,” Declan said, and I winced.

Eema frowned and shook her hair. “No, no. Shah- ROHN,” 

she corrected, as if expecting flawless Hebrew from this kid. “I 

am not rich Connecticut housewife.”

This was in eighth grade.

Declan’s looking at his schedule card now, scanning the mis-

aligned print he memorized a month before school even started. 

We have three classes and lunch together this year, not bad.

We’ve turned a corner past sunrise, and it’s golden out for 

the last stretch of road before school, that fire directly ahead, low 

against the ground, light pouring into the car. In a few minutes 

it’ll be blinding, but now it’s a warm, thick light, honey colored, 

sweet. No one ever talks about sunrise, no one my age, but I don’t 

know why.

“Donovan says no one’s gonna come tomorrow,” Declan says 

out of nowhere, in a tone I know means he’s been thinking about 

it for a while, has been deciding whether to bring it up. He rubs 

his schedule card absently between his thumb and forefinger. The 

ink’s smudging.

For a moment, I imagine Avery Park bathed in the light I see 

now, brilliant and rich and intense as the sound of a thousand 

voices in our protest. My protest.

“Who cares what Don says? Don is an idiot. Don is maybe the 

least insightful person on the planet.” I drum my fingers on the 
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gearshift. “Are you having second thoughts?” I ask this because I 

already know the answer.

“No!” he says, a little too quickly.

“It’s okay if you are, Declan. Really! That’s normal.” I try to 

make my voice sound easy, light. “Plus I know this doesn’t sound 

like the biggest deal to most people, at least at first glance. I mean, 

we’re just talking about speeding tickets here. But it’s really about 

more than just that, and people get it. This is going to take off.”

“Yeah,” Declan says. “Just, Don said there are more important 

things to worry about.”

“There are.” I breathe out, fighting a wave of sudden irritation. 

“But this is ours, and it’s still important.”

There’s more, much more, that I want to say, now that I’ve 

gotten myself worked up. But the conversation has taken us to 

the school grounds without either of us noticing. I drive past the 

main student parking lot, not even bothering. The overflow lot is 

unpaved, and we listen to the crunch of gravel under the tires and 

the pebbles ricocheting off the underside pipes. I think about the 

time in ninth grade when we set up a row of cans in the woods 

near Declan’s house and tried to hit them with his BB gun from 

farther and farther away.

Then I ease into a space, kill the engine, and sigh into the 

sudden stillness, stifling now with no wind. The heat pulls a drop 

of sweat from my forehead before the breath is even out of me.

“Well,” I say. “Here we fucking go.”

When Declan isn’t looking, I practice. Drum my fingers on my 

backpack strap while we walk.
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I don’t know if it ever calms me down. But it’s gotta be worth 

a try.

I study Mr. Riskin. He’s short, a little on the heavier side, bald 

with a light brown beard. He wears small glasses set over pierc-

ing eyes. Pale yellow button- down, sleeves rolled up, narrow tie, 

black pants. He looks like an accountant or computer engineer. 

He looks more serious than he is.

Riskin’s still using the roll sheet, reading the names he hasn’t 

yet learned. Most people mispronounce my name the first time 

they see it written, making the first and last names rhyme like I’m 

a cartoon character. But Riskin guessed right the first day, the first 

teacher ever to do it.

This year I have World Affairs and Social Issues first period. 

It’s a pretty cool class, actually, even if Riskin is a little off. Mr. 

Berkler, a wiry guy who looks like an intern but is my counselor, 

suggested it last May when I was picking courses.

“You need an elective.” He looked up, eyebrows raised.

“I dunno,” I said.

Berkler looked back at the screen. “Anything in the arts? Choir?”

I snorted.

“How about Home Management?” he asked.

“Is this what you thought you’d be doing with your life?”

I got a laugh out of him for that, smiled to myself in triumph. 

He leaned back in his chair. “Well, what are you interested in? 

Any hobbies or clubs?”

I hesitated a moment. “I mean . . . there’s Social Justice Club,” 

I said slowly.
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“Huh,” he said, and I bristled for a second at the surprise. 

“Which issues in particular are you concerned with?”

“Homophobia, transphobia, racism, misogyny, reproductive 

rights,” I said. “Global warming, Big Oil, rich one- percenters, 

uh . . . police brutality, death penalty . . . gun control.”

“Well, that’s quite a —”

“And immigrant rights.”

Berkler blinked.

“Also Islamophobia.”

Berkler waited three beats, clicked around on his ancient 

computer, turned the monitor around to face me. “This is a new 

one we’re offering next year for juniors and seniors. Could be 

your thing.”

My eyes went straight to the short paragraph in the middle 

of the page:

This course will explore current and historical events through 

the lens of social movements, cultural evolution, and political shifts. 

Students will learn how issues enter and exit the public conscious-

ness, identify which social changes endure, and discuss the differing 

roles the media has played in the last sixty years. Semester course. 

Prerequisites: none.

Above that: “World Affairs and Social Issues. Fall Only.”

I glanced back up at Berkler. He was looking at me expec-

tantly, waiting for the answer he already knew was coming.

“I mean, of course,” I said.

* * *
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Riskin’s eyes dart around the room. I watch them dance, never 

resting, landing on one kid only long enough to bounce to the 

next. I wonder if this is what it’s like to look at me.

“What do people mean when they talk about ‘acceptable’ 

forms of protest?” he asks us.

He talks to us about violence and nonviolence, and I imagine 

them as a duality, as one man with two personalities. Like Jekyll 

and Hyde, like Bruce Banner and the Hulk.

I raise my hand.

“Eran?”

“Why do we —” I stop. Click my tongue. Start over. “Why 

should people who are fighting for something let other people 

tell them how to fight for it?” It comes out in a rush, fast but con-

trolled, just the way I like it.

“In what way?”

“Well, like . . .” I try to find the words. “Like if I’m holding 

a protest.” A girl who knows about tomorrow giggles a bit, but 

I ignore her, already deep in. “Okay, so I’m at a protest, right? 

And then people on the other side of the issue tell me, you know, 

my protest is too angry or whatever. Too, uh. Too ‘inciteful.’ Is 

that a word?” I look away, distracted suddenly. “Inciteful. Incit-

ing? They say my protest incites violence. Why should I listen to 

them? They’re not against the way I’m protesting, really, they’re 

against the protest to begin with, so they want to undermine it, so 

they attack the way it’s being done instead of the actual message. 

I mean, even when students protest actual violence! The people 

against them always say they’re protesting the wrong way. What’s 
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the right way, though? There’s not. It’s a distraction. They’re trying 

to win on a technicality or something, so that they don’t have to 

have a real debate about the actual issue to begin with. So.” I let out  

a quick breath. “Shouldn’t I just protest the way I think is right?”

My knee is bouncing. I wonder when it started.

“What if they are being genuine?” Riskin asks. “What if they 

truly want to avoid violence and really do believe your protest 

will cause it?” 

I think for a second, only a second. “Sure, but isn’t violence 

okay sometimes? I mean, aren’t we cool with it when it’s for a 

good reason? Like when peaceful protests don’t work?” Each sen-

tence leads me to another, one thought playing off the next, the 

words coming more rapidly. “Isn’t that basically how the Revolu-

tion happened?”

“There have been events upon which history looks favorably, 

yes,” Riskin says slowly. “But who makes that determination in 

the moment? Is, say, violence by Palestinians toward Israelis justi-

fied, if they feel they have no other option?”

This has happened before, lots of times. Because I’m Israeli. 

But that doesn’t mean I think it’s cool to murder people who are 

just trying to survive under a tyrannical, oppressive, imperialist 

government run by a political party that, by the way, is basically 

just like the crazies we have here.

“I think . . . it can be, yeah.” I lean forward in my seat a little, 

tapping my pen lightly against my notebook. I know right away 

what he’s trying to do. “I mean, if they’ve tried everything else, 

but they’re still being killed indiscriminately? What else are they 

supposed to do? How can they possibly be expected to sit around 
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and try the same thing that hasn’t worked for decades, especially 

when doing the same thing forever is in Israel’s best interests but 

not their own? And anyway, there are way more deaths among 

Palestinians than Israelis, so why don’t we ever ask about whether 

that violence is justified? Doesn’t that show that it’s not really 

violence in general we care about, only violence toward certain 

people?”

People are usually surprised to hear that I’d be critical of 

Israel. Then I ask them if they’re never critical of the U.S. govern-

ment, since they’re American. That’s when they get it.

It’s funny how everyone understands and assumes so much 

nuance with their own country but not with others.

I watch Riskin closely, trying to gauge his reaction, see if he 

was expecting this. There are some whispers from other kids in 

the class, but, disappointingly, he seems unfazed.

“Let’s take it further.” Riskin’s voice quickens, like he’s getting 

more into this conversation, and I lean forward a little, folding 

my arms on my desktop and resting my weight on them. Maybe 

his discussion style is invigorating; maybe it’s a little intimidating; 

maybe I don’t care either way. “What about people who bomb 

abortion clinics? To them, their motivations are morally sound, 

and their options as they see them are limited. Is that enough to 

say those actions are acceptable, or do you consider these people 

terrorists?”

I blink a couple times.

“Which brings us back to the original question: Who gets to 

decide which violence is legitimate and which isn’t? Where’s the 

line between justified violence and terrorism?”
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For a couple seconds, the only sound is the tap- tap- tap of my 

pen against my notebook, the nervous soundtrack to a light smile 

spreading on Riskin’s lips.

The bell rings, as if out of pity.

That smile widens abruptly, and I stiffen before realizing 

there’s no derision behind it.

“Fascinating discussion, Mr. Sharon, and excellent questions. 

We’ll take it up again next week. Homework!” He gives a sharp 

wave at the surprised murmurs of the class. “I want you all to go 

to the Constant Vigilance protest Eran was unsubtly plugging just 

now. Tomorrow at noon, Avery Park. We’ll discuss it Monday.”

My pen stops in mid- tap as the murmurs grow immediately 

louder. I can pick out the individual tones in them: resentment, 

incredulity, indignation.

“Some of us have plans tomorrow, Mr. Riskin,” Marcos says, 

and those tones shift to agreement, maybe a dash of naive hope.

“We’ll discuss it Monday,” Riskin says again. He looks tickled 

by all this. “I’ll know if you skip, so don’t try it.”

Declan tries to speak urgently through a mouthful of tofu burger.

“There’s one.” He gestures with his chin.

I pass a glance over Jade first, then follow Declan’s chin and 

chance a look. The kid is two or three years younger, lanky and 

awkward in his oversize backpack. I scan his clothes and move-

ments for the clue that tipped Declan off. My eyes pause at his 

swoop haircut, but I decide it doesn’t stand out enough.

He finds himself accidentally keeping pace with a couple girls 

nearby, both fidgeting self- consciously. He makes discreet side 
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 glances at them when he thinks it’s safe, then realizes he should 

speed up to avoid walking too close.

“He was checking those girls out,” I say after they pass by, but 

already I’m doubting myself.

Bonnie shakes her head, making her sherbet- dyed hair sway. 

“Amateur.”

Declan snorts into his food. “You know how many —” 

he manages, then gives up. He swallows, wincing, and takes a 

moment to compose himself and clear his throat. “Girls I looked 

at before I knew?”

I catch Jade’s eyes on the way back. She looks down at her 

lasagna, but the contact lasts a fraction of a second too long.

“You guys excited about tomorrow?” This from Delia, sitting 

next to Jade. I’ve known her since fifth grade, long enough to 

know she’s trying to bring everyone into the conversation. That 

is her instinct: to want everyone else to be heard as much as she 

wants it for herself. I wish I had that.

“Does that mean you’re coming?” I ask slyly.

Delia’s expression is somewhere between sheepish and 

amused, a resigned smirk. “You don’t really take no for an answer,” 

she says, but there’s no reproach there.

“I know,” I say. I don’t mean it glibly. “So that just leaves you, 

Jade.”

She holds my eyes for a couple seconds, considering me 

while I consider her. Tall with curly hair, light brown highlights 

to match her eyes, dark brown skin. She speaks like she moves: 

careful and controlled, elegant and precise. Of everyone, she’s the 

one I know the least. The only one I haven’t known for years, 
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really. We’ve had classes together in the past but never really 

talked. She’s more Delia’s friend, brought into our group through 

Social Justice Club.

But I see a spark of a chance in her hesitation.

“Aren’t there bigger things we should be doing in SJC?” she 

asks finally, almost apologetically.

The words are out as quickly as they cross my mind. “Yes, but 

doing this doesn’t mean we lose out on the chance to do some-

thing else. It just means we get to do more. Look,” I say, shifting 

gears. “Think of it this way: You know how everyone cares about 

the really big elections? The national ones. Everyone talks about 

the president. But really, it’s the local stuff that affects everyone’s 

lives the most.”

“We can’t vote,” Bonnie says through a mouthful of rice.

“I mean local issues.” I am unfazed, building speed and 

rhythm. “We can’t vote, but we can protest. We can draw atten-

tion to stuff that still affects us, to put pressure on others. Take 

this Constant Vigilance thing. Sure, I mean, at the end of the day 

who cares about thirty bucks more for a speeding ticket? Who 

cares about them pulling people over more? But the point is that 

the city’s just taking for granted that they can do this.” I’m lean-

ing forward, balancing my chair on the front two legs and barely 

noticing. “No one’s asking them why, what the money’s for, why 

we should give them more power, what the alternatives are, how 

we got here, none of that. They’re just looking for easy money, and 

they assume they have the right to grab it whenever they want 

and through a police force at that. It’s sketchy at best and sleazy at 

worst, and we should just let them know, that’s all.”
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Jade’s eyes never leave mine, so mine don’t leave hers. My 

peripheral vision clouds from disuse, and it’s like looking into a 

tunnel, a deep corridor whose walls are made of words, and at the 

other end is a pair of light brown eyes, cool, unwavering, resolute.

“What are we doing for signs?” she asks after a moment.

I smile.
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Eema and I eat dinner silently, facing each other across a table too 

big for just the two of us.

I don’t get this table, don’t get why we have it. It’s always just 

been us, Eema and me, since I was about two years old.

Eema doesn’t talk about my dad much. I used to ask about 

him, more when I was younger and before I understood what the 

scowls and curt tones meant. I never got much out of her.

I called him Abba once, when I was a kid. “Dad” in Hebrew, 

the complement to Eema. Even back then I was drawn to consis-

tency and symmetry. It made sense.

Eema was writing something for work. She stopped cold in 

the middle of a word. I watched her pen come to a sudden halt 

and felt my insides squirm. She placed it flat on the table, looked 

at me over the rim of her glasses. The chain swooped down from 

the frames and disappeared into her bushy hair.

She held my eyes for ten seconds before speaking. “Having a 

child doesn’t make someone an abba. A man who stays to raise 

them, to watch them grow —  that is an abba.” She looked back 

down, picked up her pen, went back to scribbling. “He was a mis-

take. You may call him that instead.”

I left, walked outside to the green belt near our house, fol-

lowed the path to the small bridge that goes over the creek. 

Climbed under the bridge onto a little dry concrete spot where I 
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could sit and watch the turtles. A place I used to go to think, or 

hide. I tried to make sense of what Eema said. About the mistake. 

I was eight.

I got used to the not knowing, or as used to it as I could get. 

There was a lot I would never know about him, and eventually my 

own curiosity faded, the way it does when a question has no hope 

of an answer. Eema never told me his name, didn’t know or care 

whether he was still alive.

When he left, he took any connection to his family with him. 

Or maybe they were already dead, I don’t know. I only asked 

Eema once and got a crumb of information, more than I could’ve 

hoped for. “No family.”

Eema’s own family is just her sister, living an isolated life in 

Tel Aviv. Her father died before I was born, her mother when I 

was five. Eema and my aunt Talya barely talk. I don’t think they 

hate each other —  they’re just not close. I met her once; I don’t 

remember it.

So it’s just Eema and me, sharing this table meant for more.

Still, there are clues.

My eyes, gray where hers and Aunt Talya’s are hazel.

My skin, three shades darker than Eema’s. Too much for a 

tan, too much for a fluke of genetics. Enough to make people 

look twice when we’re together in public, searching for the 

resemblance.

A rounder forehead, wider fingernails, fuller lips. Remnants 

of my father she couldn’t scrub away.

I used to stare at her when she wasn’t looking, taking stock of 
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the features I didn’t see. I would watch Eema, measuring her, and 

find my father in our differences.

“How was school.” It comes out like a statement. Eema puts a 

small forkful of chicken and rice into her mouth, chewing it 

slowly while she scans the newspaper beside her plate.

I’m not really paying attention. I’m thinking about the protest 

tomorrow, overwhelmed by equal parts excitement and dread. So 

I focus on why I’m doing this, what made me want to protest in 

the first place, silently working myself up to a lather.

I’m getting angry to keep from being anxious.

You should be careful.

This could be dangerous.

I know. But anger can be self- medicating, I’ve learned. A way 

to overpower my nerves.

Sometimes the risk is worth it, is all I mean. Sometimes I 

need just a taste of it, enough to power me through.

I watch Eema for a few moments as she eats and reads, head 

bent over the paper, just inches away. She looks up after noticing 

I haven’t answered.

“It was fine,” I say.

“Just fine?”

“Yeah. Just fine.”

She looks back at her paper. “How is the English teacher? The 

one you say will be so terrible.”

I sigh, careful to make it too soft to hear.

“That was Declan saying that, not me.”

Eema nods once, not looking up. I stir the remnants of 
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my chicken and rice, and finish it in three large scoops of my  

fork.

“Careful. You will choke.”

I ignore her and chug the rest of my water, listening to the 

gulps slide down my throat —  one, two, three, four. The last one 

almost hurts.

I stand up with the glass still in my hand, grab my plate, and 

head to the kitchen.

“Wait.”

I stop at the threshold to the kitchen, turning back to face 

her. Eema takes a long sip of her tea. I listen to the slow slurping 

noise, imagining the hot liquid cascading down my throat, and 

feel a bead of sweat break out on my forehead.

“I thought we could go to synagogue,” she says.

My mouth is already open to say no before the last syllable 

is out of hers. She goes almost every Friday and Saturday, and 

sometimes I come along. We’re both basically atheists, but I don’t 

really mind it. It can be kind of nice. Calming. And Eema, I know, 

says it’s still important to remain connected to the cultural aspects 

of Judaism. That, and I think she likes meeting her friends there. 

She doesn’t have many.

But tonight? When I’m too worked up to sit still, already half- 

crazy with worry and a brand of anticipation that leaves me a 

little queasy? I’ll pass.

“I don’t think I’d be able to concentrate. I’ll probably keep 

fidgeting and annoy —  wait,” I say, cutting myself off, a thought 

coming sharp out of the clear blue. I stare into space for two sec-

onds. “One sec.”
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I turn abruptly toward the kitchen, putting my glass in the 

crook of my arm, and pull my phone out with my free hand.

you going tonight?

I hit Send and put my dishes in the sink. Zack texts back 

before I can turn the faucet on.

Of course.

“Yeah,” I call from the kitchen, tapping my fingers against the 

back of my phone. “I’ll come.”

Eema and I drive in silence. She prefers it this way, and by this 

point, so do I.

Our synagogue is a small square box, built in the seventies 

and not updated since. Cheap vinyl and wood paneling as far as 

the eye can see. It sits on land large enough for a bigger building, 

which is what they’re planning once they have the money. I dunno 

why. It’s tiny and old and thriving, the Ruth Bader Ginsburg of 

synagogues, and it is perfect.

Zack finds me near the entrance, rummaging through the 

little basket of kippot.

“They’re all the same,” he says after a moment.

They are not. Under a maroon cap, I catch a glimpse of seafoam 

green and make a grab for it. I check the inside. The print is fading,  

but still readable: Bar Mitzvah of Eran Sharon. July 17–18, 2015.

“This one’s got history.”
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* * *

Something about the way Rabbi Cassel tells us to turn to page 

twenty- five, to rise, to read responsively —  there’s something 

about his deep voice settling on the refrains I’ve heard since I was 

six that works on me like a sedative. The familiarity is soothing.

When we sing, the melodies pulse outward in waves. The 

words come out of me automatically, committed to memory 

over years and burned there for good during my bar mitzvah. I 

couldn’t tell you what they mean. Ask Eema.

Everyone moves into the tiny social hall afterward. Zack and 

I take a thimble of wine and a chunk of challah as they pass it 

around, washing one down with the other once Rabbi Cassel says 

the blessings. Then it’s over, and the noise rises to the dull roar of 

four dozen people mingling.

“Eran! I’m glad to see you back here!” Her sing songy voice 

covers a light tremble: an old- lady voice.

“Hey, Mrs. Persky.”

“Usually you make your mother come alone,” she goes on. 

I smile slowly. It’s a guarded smile but a real one. I know what  

she’s doing.

“Yeah,” I say.

Mrs. Persky smiles back at my non response, then gestures 

to Zack. “This one comes every week,” she says, prodding. “You 

could learn from him.”

Zack looks at her noncommittally. He’s not interested in 

playing.

“I know, Mrs. Persky,” I say. I reach around her to grab 
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a handful of stale cookies from the table and nudge Zack. 

“Outside?”

The stumpy sign for our synagogue sits in the corner of the lot, 

far from the building itself. congregation tikvat hadorot, 

spelled out in both English and Hebrew letters, facing La Finca 

Boulevard. The sign is two feet deep with a flat top. We sit on this, 

eating sugar cookies, watching traffic go by.

“Doing anything tomorrow?”

Zack gives me a sideways glance, warned off by the tone of 

my voice or just because it’s me speaking. He’s regularly wary 

around me, something that makes me feel alternately proud or 

dejected, depending on the day and my mood.

“The Lord our God commands me to rest on the Sabbath,” he 

says. My lip twitches. Zack’s sense of humor turns dry when he 

wants to stall. My best bet, I know, is just to jump in.

“What do you think of this Constant Vigilance thing?” I ask. 

“’Cause I think it’s dumb as hell.”

We’re both steeling ourselves, I realize. I try to ease my own 

tension by kicking my legs a little, shaking the anticipation out of 

me. Zack takes a contemplative bite of cookie.

“I have no idea what that is,” he says.

“Zack, you do. The police thing? Where they’re gonna pull 

people over for no reason and raise fines? We’re holding a protest 

tomorrow. You’re coming.”

“Ah.” He examines the edge of a cookie. “Right.”

Four cars pass by. I count them under my breath.

“Yes, it’s stupid,” he says finally, finishing each word in full 
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before moving on to the next. I tense again. Zack speaks slowly 

when he’s gearing up for something that I’m gonna disagree with. 

“It’s also not the end of the world.”

I blink, but I’m only taken off my game for a second.

“Is that the threshold for protest? The actual apocalypse? Or 

can we protest something before it gets to that point?” There’s 

an edge to my tone now I wasn’t intending, but I’ve gotten this 

answer maybe one too many times.

“Don’t pretend you thought I meant that literally,” he says, 

getting into his own swing. “This kind of protest isn’t exactly my 

thing, if you really want to know.”

“Why? I mean it. Why? We pay all this lip service to need-

ing checks on powers so that authority figures don’t become 

authoritarians. Right? As a society, I mean? But it’s always in 

theory. Then when there’s an opportunity to actually put those 

ideas into practice, half the country wants to drag its feet.” 

I take a bite out of a sugar cookie I no longer want. “It’s like 

humans are just drawn to dictators and kings. Why do you think  

that is?”

“I don’t think —”

“It’s ’cause we’re lazy. We want everything done for us.” I point 

at him with half a cookie. A couple crumbs fall out of my mouth; 

I wipe them away with my free hand. “Think about it. There’s a 

terror attack: we want the president to protect us by any means 

necessary, even if we lose freedoms. There’s a drug epidemic: we 

want harsher drug laws. Jesus, even when the crime rate falls, we 

want more police.”

I don’t like the silence the end of my little speech has created, 
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so I swing my legs harder, letting my heels fall back against the 

sign while I wait for a response.

Zack finishes his cookie and wipes his hands methodically. 

He takes a second to inspect his palms.

“Why do you come here?”

Zack does this sometimes. I narrow my eyes, fighting an 

instinct to course-correct. I know by now that what seems like an 

abrupt subject change with him isn’t always so.

“To the synagogue?”

“Yes.”

“I’m a Jew, Zack. Surprise.”

He gives me a small smile. “Yes. Technically.”

I give him a look. “It’s like my mom. She’s even more of an 

atheist than I am, but she comes all the time. It’s a cultural thing 

for her. Or that’s what she says.” I look at my hand. There’s just a 

pile of crumbs in there now. I frown and toss them into the grass. 

“I mostly come because I’ve always come. It’s familiar but not 

stale, I guess. Also for social reasons. Also to talk to you about 

this protest.”

“Ah.” Zack follows a minivan with his eyes. “Is that why you’re 

here? Just to recruit Jews to fight the establishment?”

“No, don’t be —” My mind changes track. “Or maybe? 

Wouldn’t that make sense? Isn’t that kind of what we’re supposed 

to do?” I let my right foot fall back too hard, and it knocks one of 

the letters loose. “Oh,” I mutter, and jump down.

“What do you mean, ‘what we’re supposed to do’?” Zack asks.

“Judaism is protest!” I say. “It’s like all about protest, not 

accepting what’s in front of you at face value, that sort of thing. 
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Isn’t it?” The black H is solid and heavy in my hands, a surprise. 

I look at the space where it had been affixed to the sign. All the 

other letters stick out about an inch or so. “Remember in our con-

firmation class? Remember Rabbi Cassel telling us it was impos-

sible to be a good Jew without questioning authority?” I try to 

get a good look at the tiny pegs that had been holding up the H.

Zack doesn’t say anything for a moment. I start to wonder 

what it means just as he takes a slow breath. “You always sound 

angry when you talk about your mom.” He keeps his voice even, 

not dull or flat but not charged either.

I stare at the H in my hand.

“I am. Usually.” I’m startled by the definitiveness in my voice, 

but only for a second. Then I run with it. “You know how you’re 

super calm and methodical and sometimes a little boring, no 

offense? That’s your dad, right? And then your sense of humor, 

when it comes through, when you let it, is your mom’s. So you’re 

left with two pieces of yourself that both complement each other, 

that balance each other out, but that can work alone too.”

Zack watches me, not sure yet where I’m going with this, but I 

can feel myself picking up steam, the path to my point clarifying, 

becoming more solid. I move from a walk to a jog, from a jog to 

a sprint.

“I just have my mom. I’ve always just had her. So it feels like 

I get my entire personality from her. Like my intensity. I know I 

can get a little wound up and go off the rails, just like her. And I 

don’t think that’s always a bad thing either, so get that out of your 

mind right now,” I add, giving him a look. “I think it’s one of the 

best things about me, that I actually care about things instead of 
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just going along with all the bullshit in the world, because going 

along is how we as humanity get stuck with some pretty awful 

things. It’s just . . .” I sigh. “That intensity gets out of hand some-

times. I get angry easily, just like her, and it’s a powerful, crazy, 

sharp anger, and in the moment the only thing in the world that 

matters is that feeling.”

I look again at the pegs where the H was, forcing myself to 

pause. I try to see if it’ll just snap in place.

“There’s no complement to my intensity. It’s just there, all the 

time, bubbling under the surface. Nothing to make it less chaotic 

and more controlled. Or if there is, I haven’t found it yet. And I 

can’t help thinking that if my dad was still around, I would have 

found it by now.” I give up on the H and rest it on top of the 

sign. “Like, maybe I wouldn’t just be turning out like my mom 

so much. Maybe I could be more like him, whatever that is. But 

instead, the only pieces of him that I got, that I even know about, 

are the ones you can see. My skin color, my eyes, my lips.”

I hoist myself back up, next to Zack.

“And thinking about that makes me even angrier. I’ve asked 

her all my life to tell me about him. She refuses, just because she 

never got over that he left her. Which, by the way, part of me 

wonders if her anger is the reason he left —”

This last part, out before I can stop it, startles me into a full 

stop. A surge of guilt cuts off my breath, a lump in my throat that 

blocks any more treasonous words.

Too far.

I cough twice, trying to cover, and try to get back into it 

before Zack notices anything’s off.
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“So, yeah. Gleaning what I can about my dad just by looking 

at myself in the mirror —  knowing exactly as much about him as 

any stranger could guess? Feels like a kick in the teeth.” I let a long 

breath out. “Maybe there are pieces of his personality that are 

dormant in me, somewhere. Bits that can maybe balance some 

of the part I get from my mom. But since he’s never been around, 

there’s no one to help pull those pieces out of me. ’Cause Eema 

sure as hell isn’t.”

Now that it’s out, I’m almost surprised how much I told Zack.

Maybe it’s because I’ve already told Declan all this. Or maybe 

it’s just because the protest has made me think about it more 

often. It’s there, a sudden and convenient outlet for my intensity. 

But the positive kind.

Zack looks quietly at the road. I wait until the silence has 

made me uncomfortable.

“Anyway, you in or do I have to keep trying to remember les-

sons from Cassel?”

Zack takes a long, deep breath through his nose, then lets 

it out all at once. I know what it means before he says anything.

I smile to myself.

Houston is terrible. I’m not kidding. It’s filled with awful people 

and pollution and gross places like Dairy Queen on every block. 

It’s the fourth largest city in America, and there’s still nothing  

to do.

It’s pretty diverse at least, which is nice I guess, but we 

live in super- white Kiley Springs, a suburb on the edge of the  

city limits.
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Kiley used to be its own city, but eons ago, I think in the 

eighties, Houston straight- up annexed it. I am next to positive 

that it was a white- flight community a long time ago, when all 

the white people in big cities moved to these new suburbs so they 

wouldn’t have to live near black people.

Texas is full of places like Kiley. Maybe the state offers a rac-

ism tax incentive or something; who knows.

Okay. 

Houston is not terrible. We had a lesbian mayor for a while. 

Not even New York has done that. We come together when we 

really need to —  we kinda crushed it with Harvey and a thousand 

hurricanes before him. Maybe the only reason I think it’s so bor-

ing is because I live in the suburbs and I’m seventeen, and that’s 

a hell of a combination.

We’re really not as bad as our reputation. I have a love- hate 

relationship with my hometown, like I bet most people do, like 

you would probably expect from any kid in any state on any 

planet. And even I’ll admit it’s more love than hate.

But.

It is still Texas. Houston can be as racially diverse as it wants 

and vote for every lesbian in the world, but it’s still Texas. And 

Texas loves its police.

I swing my legs off the bed, bringing myself into a sitting posi-

tion, blinking away the sleep, fighting off a small wave of morning 

dizziness. My phone’s alarm is still going off. I fumble to my left 

without looking until it silences.

I take in the warmth of the room on my bare chest and back. 
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Eema keeps the AC at seventy- eight, even in the summer. She 

gets cold easily.

My feet sink into the carpet. Pale blue, came with the house. 

I stare at the fibers around my toes, the sea that reaches outward 

from my feet to meet the four cracked white walls. Those walls are 

bare except a Longhorns foam hand from a game we went to last 

year, an old Hulk calendar I kept just for the art, and a Hamilton 

poster Declan got me. It’s this last one I look at now, dead in front 

of me, the silhouette of Alexander Hamilton making up the top 

point of a black star on a gold background.

Talk less.

The protest is today.

I let these four words float around my mind, trying to use 

them like I would caffeine. My eyes drift naturally back to the 

Hulk calendar.

Then my phone buzzes in my hand, and I feel a jolt as I read 

the notification.

I stand up, fully awake now.

Someone found an old megaphone. It’s pretty crude, too small 

and weak for the size of the crowd. It turns my voice into a 

mechanical replica of itself.

We got here early. Declan in my car with half the signs; Delia, 

Jade, and Bonnie in another with the other half. We set up at the 

edge of Avery Park and for the next hour watched as more and 

more people arrived. A hundred, then hundreds. Whatever I was 

feeling before, the sight of all those people took my jitters to a 

whole new level.
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Most of them are because of the Houston Chronicle retweet-

ing us, of course. That first buzz when I woke up was followed 

by others that never really stopped, growing in frequency as the 

protest time approached and people started reacting with greater 

urgency. Some angry messages but mostly positive.

In a moment of weakness, I tried to get Delia to do the intro-

duction. To her great credit, she backed away, palms up. “Nuh- uh. 

This is your protest.”

So at noon on the dot, I turn on the megaphone. It gives a 

short burst of feedback, which helps quiet the crowd, but there’s 

still some chattering here and there.

“Hey! Hey. Thanks for coming today.” My voice sounds weird 

to me, shot out like sprays of static, but people are starting to lis-

ten. I swallow. “I don’t have much to say, but I did want to thank 

everyone for coming. And thanks for spreading the word. And 

thanks to the news for coming to cover this.”

I gesture halfh eartedly at some of the news vans in the dis-

tance. My mouth is dry.

“So, the mayor, or the police chief I guess, is starting this new 

program called Constant Vigilance, which is a stupid name by 

the way.” There are laughs at this, which encourages me. “And 

the idea is that the police have to pull people over for barely any-

thing. And if they pull you over by mistake, they won’t even get 

in trouble as long as they say they thought they had a reason. 

Anyone here ever been pulled over for nothing at all?”

There are a lot of affirmative half- shouts at this.

“Yeah, what I thought. And I don’t mean to get all preachy 

here, but haven’t we tried this before? Stop- and- Frisk didn’t work 
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in New York; Broken Windows didn’t either. All these grand ideas 

to stop bigger crime by focusing on the small things keep not work-

ing, but they keep trying.” I switch the megaphone into my other 

hand. “I have a better idea: Maybe actually focus on the bigger 

crimes? Maybe leave people who aren’t doing anything alone?”

More shouts. They’re with me.

“We have murders and rapes in Houston, right? White-collar 

crime, rich people cheating the poor out of their homes? Isn’t this 

the oil capital of the country, home of Enron, and you’re telling 

me there’s nothing worth investigating with those guys? You gotta 

bother some kid with a broken taillight instead?”

Laughs. I’m raising my voice now.

“Look, I know what we’re up against. I know they got donors, 

I know it’s easy to jack up a fine when you need money, I know 

they want to take the easy way out. Who wouldn’t, right? But 

that’s why we’re here! We gotta remind them that we still vote 

them in, and we can vote them out no matter how much money 

they raise. We gotta remember that we hold the real power here, 

if we want it!” Full-on shouting now. “But we gotta want it! We 

gotta keep this up, and not just vote every four years when there’s 

something shiny on the ballot. We gotta vote local, y’all, because 

local is where the real shit happens!” There’s less distinction now 

between my voice and theirs, a blend of our shared anger. “And 

until we can vote, we gotta keep the pressure on to let them know 

we’re not happy, and when we’re not happy, we fuck shit up. So 

let’s fuck shit up!”

A roar of approval as I put the megaphone down, crowd 

pumped, ready to go. I am surprised by myself but not. Jade grins.
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“You’re pretty good at this,” she says, eyes on the crowd. “The 

way you talk to people, you’re getting them to care about some-

thing they probably wouldn’t have otherwise.”

I watch her watch the crowd.

I’m not always great with compliments, never sure what to say 

or how to react without it sounding insincere. Normally I just feel 

a little embarrassed.

But this means a lot, coming from her, for some reason.

“Thanks,” I say. She still looks at the crowd but smiles.

You’re pretty good at this part, anyway.

But this is what you always do. You get people on your side, 

make them invest in you.

Then you fuck it up.

Delia and I lead the march, alongside the rest of the SJC 

members —  Declan, Jade, Bonnie, the others. A few freshman 

members also came, which surprised me. They usually bail after 

the first meeting. Zack’s here too, a little behind us, with one of his 

lacrosse friends and another guy I’ve never seen before. Attaboy.

It’s electric, the whole thing. Bonnie brought a portable 

speaker and a beat- heavy playlist, so music follows us as we 

march, wrapping around our shouts and our bodies. I find myself 

moving more than I mean to but still not enough, bouncing on 

my feet as we go, holding my sign high. Everyone else is doing it 

too, and their energy feeds mine and makes it nearly glow.

We’re marching the length of the park alongside the boule-

vard so that people driving and walking by will see us. A handful 
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of police officers are tailing us in their cars. I guess their being 

here is just routine, but it still makes me a little uneasy. I wonder 

what they think of what I said.

I was a bit annoyed about them following in their cars though, 

since they were obscuring the view of us from the road. Declan 

shrugged when I mentioned that. “Well, but their lights are on, 

right? It’s just attracting more attention.” He had a good point.

Every now and then, we start a new chant, based on the signs 

we made. The people behind us pick it up, and it flows backward, 

a wave of voices that build into a unified protest.

I look at one of the news vans as we pass it, my eyes climbing 

upward along the spire, following the thick wire coil to the top. 

The reporters themselves are off a little ways, recording in front 

of their cameras with us in the background. I wonder if they’ll 

interview anyone.

Declan nudges me. “What do you think about that?” he 

shouts over the noise.

We’ve rounded a bend where the road hugs the park, and 

we can see part of the trail of protesters behind us now. Declan’s 

pointing at a group of mostly women farther back, holding 

a banner that reads: bay area women’s resource center 

supports police reform.

I hadn’t noticed that until we started. There are a couple out-

side organizations that joined us. I don’t really know much about 

the Women’s Resource Center, but I think it’s a feminist org. I 

also saw a civil liberties group and the Harris County Libertarian 

Party.

Underneath my energy I’m still feeling pretty nervous, and 
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I think this is part of the reason why. Whatever I said to any-

one else, I still imagined this would be a small protest with just 

a handful of kids. And now here we are with hundreds of people 

of all ages, news cameras, actual non profits, and the police  

themselves.

Look. If you’d told me two days ago how much attention the 

protest would get and how much it would spread, I’d have been 

ecstatic. But it’s still pretty intimidating.

“I don’t know,” I shout back after a minute. “I mean, I’m 

totally for more exposure. But why’d they decide to come? Are 

they just here to bring attention to their own groups?”

“The banner only says they’re on board with our protest,” Jade 

points out. “So far they aren’t focusing on any unrelated causes 

of their own.” Her voice has sort of a lawyerly tone to it. I know 

that sounds weird, but I don’t know how else to describe it. Like 

she thinks everything through carefully and logically before she 

speaks.

“Whoa,” Declan says after a moment, breaking my train of 

thought. I look up.

We’re coming up against a smaller group of people up ahead, 

holding their own signs. I can’t hear what they’re chanting yet, but 

I don’t get why they’d be separated from our march. Then I see 

what their signs say.

blue lives matter

i stand with police

don’t like us? don’t call us.

cops over criminals
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I tense a bit, eyeing the counter protesters warily. There aren’t 

that many of them, but I don’t know what will happen when they 

mix with our group.

I glance at Jade. “It’s fine,” she says, watching the demonstra-

tors as we approach. But her movements have become more rigid; 

her jaw clenches and releases.

“Excuse me? Are you Eran Sharon?”

One of the TV reporters is suddenly next to us, walking 

alongside the march. A cameraman is following her.

“Shah- ROHN,” I say.

“Sharon, I’m sorry. I’m Lillian Buskirk, with Channel Six. I 

understand you’re the organizer of this march?”

Lillian Buskirk smiles a little too brightly at me. She’s pretty 

young, maybe in her twenties, but still looks like she’s done this 

a thousand times.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Great!” Lillian smiles even wider. “Do you mind if we inter-

view you briefly for a story we’re running for the ten-o’clock 

spot?”

I glance over at Delia. She nods enthusiastically, gently push-

ing me forward.

“Okay. Sure.” I look back at Delia and Declan and the others. 

“I’ll, um, catch up with you.”

We step out of the march a few feet. Lillian directs me to what 

I guess she thinks is the perfect spot, where the stream of protest-

ers becomes my background. She moves over beside her camera-

man, leaving just me in the frame by myself. I bounce a bit more 

on my feet, wishing I could get back to the march. She explains 
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that she’ll ask me a few questions, that I should try to answer in 

complete sentences, and that those responses will be edited into 

the story later. Then she starts before I can say anything. I’m a 

little taken aback by how quick she is.

“What do you see as the purpose of this protest?”

Her microphone is two inches from my mouth. My mind is a 

blank for half a second, and then I start speaking.

“To stop —  We’re trying to stop the city from raising fines and 

using the police as a way to grab more money from drivers. And 

we’re trying to stop the police from being able to pull people over 

without a reason. Because they already have enough power, and 

it’s bad for the rest of us if they can do whatever they want, when-

ever they want to.”

My brain is catching up with my mouth. I can feel my heart 

starting to race with the thrill of having to evaluate my own words 

as they’re coming out, when it’s already too late. But so far I’m not 

regretting anything I’m saying. It’s blunt, but it’s true.

“What would you say to those who argue that the police are 

just trying to stop deadly car accidents?” Lillian continues.

I think only for a moment. “But, like, there are other ways to 

do that, right? I mean, isn’t it convenient that the only way to save 

lives happens to make them a lot of cash?”

“What about those who say protests like this create tension 

between police and the community?” Lillian asks.

“Huh?” Her abrupt shift rattles me a bit. “Well, if they don’t 

like it, maybe don’t create this new law that lets them get away 

with illegal stops?” I say. “That’s causing tension. I mean, if they 

can just pull me over, and then say they thought I was speeding 
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even if I wasn’t, and no one can do anything about it, like, why 

wouldn’t they abuse that? It’s just easier to, isn’t it?” Lillian’s stance 

makes her look spring- loaded, like she’s waiting for the instant I 

finish talking so she can swoop in with some pointed question. It 

makes me keep talking out of instinct. “Laws should never create 

an incentive for people in authority to do the wrong thing. Other-

wise they will, every time, because people take whatever route is 

easier. That’s human nature.”

Right as I stop, she snaps the microphone back to herself.

“Do you —” she starts, but a loud series of yells from my left, 

disconnected from the rhythmic shouts of the chants, cuts her off. 

We both look over.

Our march has reached the small group of counter protesters. 

Even from here, I can tell something’s wrong. The flow of the 

march has been disrupted, and a handful of people from each side 

are close —  too close to each other.

I break into a sprint.

Even over the yells and the cheering, I can hear the thump of my 

own feet against the grass and packed dirt. The uneven ground 

makes my footfalls clumsy and jarring, and I have to clench my 

jaw shut to keep my teeth from smashing together.

There’s a lot going on when I get there, and it takes me a sec-

ond to register it. But the counter protesters seem to have almost 

merged with the front of our group. Which seems dangerous.

There’s some commotion from the middle of the mass of 

people, where the two groups are starting to bleed into each other. 

I look closer and see Jade and Delia talking to a guy with a beard 
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and sunglasses. He’s holding a sign I can’t read, but it’s at his side, 

forgotten.

They’re not exactly shouting, but it looks pretty tense. I make 

a beeline for them and overhear the tail end of what Jade is say-

ing to him. She looks flustered but determined to keep her cool.

“— course you can’t know, since you’ve never been —”

He cuts her off.

“If you don’t drive like a maniac, you have nothing to worry 

about. Period.”

Jade’s voice is ice. “That isn’t actually true. Their primary 

concern is public safety, so from that perspective, it makes sense 

to stop as many drivers as possible, often multiple times. That is 

harassment.”

The guy shifts his feet. “Uh, not sure why you think public 

safety’s a bad thing. You people just want to be able to get away 

with stuff without worrying about the cops.”

“No,” Jade says slowly. “The point is that the police have no 

incentive to be fair when they operate under an ends- justify- the- 

means mentality. This is why they need a power check against —”

“Okay, well, excuse me if I trust the police to be fair more 

than I trust a bunch of thugs.”

I am half- aware of Jade’s nostrils flaring, of my own rush to 

get in front of this man, of Lillian Buskirk and her cameraman 

nearby again, of a couple police officers moving toward us. But 

an instant later, I’m staring at my own reflection in his sunglasses.

“Get out,” I say, inches from his face, my finger on his chest.

“Eran,” Jade says behind me, her voice a warning.
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“Don’t touch me!” the bearded man says, swatting my hand 

out of the way. “We have just as much —”

I shove him.

It’s not hard, but he’s not expecting it.

My stomach drops right as I do it. Even in the moment, as he’s 

tripping over the uneven ground and falling backward, I wish I 

could take it back.

This was a mistake. This was a mistake.

“Hey!” This from my left. One of the cops.

“You motherf —” The bearded guy scrambles back up. I tense, 

not sure if he’s about to hit me. I’ve never been hit before, which 

is sort of a small miracle when I think about it.

I have a moment to wonder if I just ruined everything because 

of a stupid flash of anger.

“Eran.”

This voice cuts through everything, brings everyone to a halt. 

Even the bearded guy looks over, confused, anger deflating.

Eema looks at me with a fury I’ve never seen. She grabs my 

arm. Harder than I knew she could. I have no idea where she 

came from.

Lillian Buskirk steps up to us, the only other one moving.

“Eran, could you speak —”

“No,” Eema spits at her. “This is not our fight.”

For a split second, I think about what a strange response this 

is as Eema turns back to me. A flash of something passes over her 

face, making me falter, confused.

Then her anger returns.
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“Come.”

She doesn’t bother to walk around the crowd. She just turns in 

the direction of her car, parked at an angle on the shoulder, and 

walks, creating a path through protesters and counter protesters 

alike. No one dares stay in her way. My face burns. I try not to 

imagine how red it is.

“Ma’am . . .” one of the officers starts, taking a tentative step 

toward us. She turns those eyes on him, not slowing, and what-

ever he was going to say dies in his throat.

Behind me, a few people snicker. I’m almost thankful when 

the car door is closed. I stare straight ahead as Eema turns on the 

car, not wanting to look.

But I do anyway. My eyes lock on Jade’s, and I have just a 

second to register her look of pity and anger before Eema steps 

on the gas and we speed away, Jade dissolving into the crowd 

behind us.
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This is what I know about him:

He was from Israel too. He and Eema moved to New York 

from Haifa before I was born.

He would’ve served in the army. The Israeli army, I mean. 

Eema too.

Eema didn’t have a job when they got to New York, which 

means they probably moved because he found a job. I can’t imag-

ine they’d just pick up and go to a foreign country for no reason, 

anyway.

That’s kind of it, though.

I don’t know where in New York. Eema doesn’t know that I even 

know that. But in middle school I learned that social security 

numbers are organized by state, and I looked up my prefix.

Eema has never told me I was born there.

My heart won’t stop pounding. Eema says nothing as we drive, 

for which I am grateful.

I make the mistake of glancing at her and am overwhelmed 

by a mix of feelings. Guilt, embarrassment, fear, resentment. 

Anger, of course, always anger. They pull me in different direc-

tions, these feelings, with a force I wasn’t expecting, so I shift my 

thoughts away from her.
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