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The Price of Freedom
fiction 
Adina Siperman

     I slammed my bedroom door. I didn’t care if I broke the glass partition. Even better 

if I did.  Then Mom and Abba would be forced to buy me a new door.  A thick, steel door so 

that I don’t have to hear them fighting anymore.  

 I walked over to my new laptop that my parents got me for my tenth birthday and 

plugged my earphones into the jack.  I searched “Great Speeches” on YouTube and clicked 

on a black and white video of an old man who needed to comb his hair.

  “We are concerned not merely with the technical problem of securing and 

maintaining peace, but also with the important task of education and enlightenment.”

  Pausing the video, I repeated the words, trying to imitate his accent and stand just 

like him.

 “You’ve got to be kidding me if you think that I am going to a) abandon my country 

in a time of war and b) leave it to go and freeze my fucking balls off in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota.”  I heard Abba throw his newspaper down on the floor.  “Michelle, halass.  

Enough.  We can’t go through this anymore.”

 I turned up the volume on my computer.

 “If we want to resist the powers which threaten to suppress . . .”

 “If we want,” I started to say out loud.  Then I decided to forget it; this old guy’s 

accent was too thick. I clicked to another video.

 “Did you ever wonder why the Jews are such great proponents of democracy?”  

 I moved in closer to the computer screen. If I was going to be moving, I should be 

able to talk about the Jews and important issues so that the people would think that all 

Israelis were really smart.

 “Whether in Indonesia or Pakistan or Serbia or you name it, whenever there is some 

threat to universal suffrage, the Jews are ready to send the U.S. armed forces in to bomb and 

kill until everyone is permitted to vote.” The Israeli flag across the screen showed that this 

was going to be a more useful video than that old-guy one.

 “Avitaltoosh, come, baby. Come from your room. Dinner is ready,” Mom called 

from the kitchen.

 I poked my head out from the door. “Do you guys promise not to fight? Do you 

guys promise that we can have a happy family dinner?”
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 Abba put out his cigarette in the ashtray on the window ledge and said, “Peanut, we are a happy 

family. How can we not have a happy family dinner?”

 Mom laughed a laugh that didn’t sound as if she thought something was so funny and slammed the 

ketchup on the kitchen table.

 “Fine.” I said, stepping out of the room and pointing at both my parents.  “But if I hear the words war, 

passport or army even once, I’m going back to my room.”

 We sat down around the table for dinner. Abba picked the brownest pieces of schnitzel and put them 

on my plate. Even though I know he likes the crunchy ones too, he always gives me the crunchiest ones of all.  

That’s just what Abba does for me, because he says that I’m his special girl. His peanut. 

 “So, Avital. Tell us about your day at school,” Mom said.

 “Is there any sauce on this pasta?” I asked. I hated it when she did this.

 Mom sighed. “Avital, you know that I don’t like you eating milk and meat together. I can give you 

tomato sauce, but I’m not putting butter on it.”

 “Come on, Michelle. Enough with these tricks. You think God is going to care that you eat bread on 

Peseach and don’t eat chicken and butter together?” Abba went over to the fridge and took out the butter. 

“These little North American rules. How would you expect me to learn all of them? Let alone follow some of 

them. It’s a fucking joke.”

 “Well, school was okay today, I guess,” I said, through a mouthful of buttered pasta. “Hagit was sick, 

so we had a substitute teacher.  She didn’t care what we did, so Orna and I made up a dance. If you guys are 

nice to each other tonight, maybe I’ll invite her down and we can show you it.”  

 “Hagit was sick?” Mom asked. “What did they say she has?”

 “Maybe it’s a biochemical disease. Maybe the Iranians gave it to her.”

 “Yoav, I didn’t say that. I like Hagit. That’s why I’m asking,” Mom said. “Why are you putting these 

words in my mouth? You make me out to be this doomsday, gloom person. I just want to protect my family 

from the enemy. Is that so wrong?”

 Abba threw his fork on the table. “What do you know about the enemy? How can you know what the 

enemy is aside from what you watch on your Fox News and Black Hawk Down? You weren’t even in the army.”

 “But, Abba, you promised.”

 “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Michelle. And you want me to uproot my whole life 

and leave my mother and my home and my job, so I can sit in a brick house and watch an American football 

game. You want me to thank God that ‘we’re safe.’”

 Here we go again. I knew I couldn’t make them stop and Mom’s schnitzel was super crispy today, so 

better to eat fast and leave than go to bed hungry.

  “What is so bad about that?” Mom started crying and I knew she wouldn’t be able to stop now.  

“What is so bad about football and beer and lake homes? Why do you have to paint it so that everything there 

is so stupid and silly? It’s a good life. It’s an easy, happy, good life.”

 Abba clenched his fists and said, “I will die of boredom in Minnesota. Is that what you want? To leave 

this war zone, only to die of boredom?” Abba did a Mom’s-not-funny laugh.   

 “Yeah right, a happy life.”
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 “What, and this is a happy life? You’re happy? You’re Mister Fucking Happy?” Mom stopped crying 

and started yelling. “You can’t go to sleep without checking all the rooms in the apartment, Sergeant Brenner.  

And when you finally get to sleep, you wake up in cold sweats. It’s been twenty years. Twenty years since you 

were in the army.”

 “Mom, you promised.”

 “What drives me the most crazy is that you’re still having these night terrors after twenty years and 

you want to stay. What has the army done for you? Not a single thing and you’re still ready to fight for them.  

What are you and your potbellied Miluimniks going to do for the Tzhal?” Mom stopped looking angry and 

went back to looking sad again. “Don’t talk to me about knowing what a happy life is.”

 Mom took a sip of cola and put her glass down.

 “And what’s even worse is that you are making me out to be the enemy, when you should be 

thanking me. You should be grateful that you have access to that so-called boredom. There are thousands of 

families across Israel who would pay hard-earned cash to get their hands on American passports.”

 “Mom, you promised.”

 “Amir and Tali can only get Romanian ones, and they’re happy to have gotten those. Yoav, be grateful.  

Many people would kill to have what you have. You have the ability to protect your family.”

 Abba sighed and spoke slowly, “You’re an American; you just can’t get it. You never had to fight for 

anything. You didn’t have to get bags checked at your shopping malls or train stations. You don’t have to 

worry about your land being snatched away from you, so you can’t get it. I owe it to my country to stay.”

 “It’s not what your country can do for you, it’s what you can do for your country,” I said.

My parents stopped and looked at me.

 “Avital, how do you know that?” Mom asked.

 I shrugged. “Don’t know.”  

 I didn’t want to tell them about the videos, because then Abba would be mad at me and think that I 

wanted to go. I didn’t want to go, but I didn’t want to stay if it meant all the things that Dotan said would 

happen. He said that the Arabs had a bomb so strong that my skin would be a hundred times redder than that 

time in Eilat. Last week he said that when I have babies, they are going to come out with three eyes and with 

wings instead of arms. I asked him if those bombs can reach Minnesota and he said that for sure not. That in 

America they have this dome over the whole country so that they can protect their convertibles and 

swimming pools.  

 That’s what got all this video stuff going. I figured that if we move, I’m going to have help in the 

beginning so we can buy the convertible. So I better sound smart and make sure that no one can know from 

my English that I’m from Israel, unless I tell them.  

 And I would tell them. All the time. So that they knew that there were other smart girls in Israel, some 

whose moms weren’t American so they couldn’t get out. And if the Americans wanted to save these smart 

Israeli girls, they were going to have to do something soon before more bombs came.

 “Avital, did you hear that on TV?”

 I couldn’t tell them the truth. “No, leave me alone. I don’t remember. Why do you even care? This is 

the first thing that you’ve chosen to care about me?”
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 I ran away from table before they could ask any more questions and went back to my room, slamming 

the door even harder than before.

 “Good work, Michelle. You really know how to protect this family,” I heard Abba say through the 

door.

 In the middle of the night, there was another siren. I didn’t even hear it. I woke up with Abba carrying 

me down the stairs to the bomb shelter. At first, the whole thing was kind of embarrassing. I didn’t know that 

they would go off in the middle of the night and I would wear my favourite Spongebob pajamas and Orna 

and Dotan would make fun of me for days. But now I’m always prepared. I go to sleep with pants, a t-shirt, a 

sweatshirt, and even my slippers so that I know my feet won’t get cold. Sometimes we stay there the whole 

night and the floor is so cold, so I learned to be prepared.

 Abba laid me down on my spot on the ground, next to Dotan who was snoring like crazy.  Mom came 

and put a blanket over us.

 “Avitaltoosh, you okay? You want me to bring you some water?” Mom asked.

 I shook my head and went back to sleep.

 The next morning we still couldn’t go out of the shelter. Which Dotan and I agreed wasn’t so bad, 

because we had a math test. Besides, on the mornings when we eat breakfast in the shelter, I get to eat as much 

cereal as I want, without any of the milk.

 “Cornflakes or Cocoa Crispies?” I asked Dotan.

 He looked over both the boxes and said, “Cornflakes.”

 I took two bowls from the table and filled them to the top. “There isn’t so much left. So hopefully we 

can get out today and get more for the next time.”

 The radio blared and the reporter repeated that all citizens in the North and Gush Dan should stay in 

their shelters.

 “I’ll tell my mom to buy two boxes the next time that she goes to the store.” Dotan ate big spoonfuls 

of his cereal. “I think all the parents are fighting again.” He nodded over to the corner where all the grownups 

were sitting.  

 Abba and Dotan’s abba were standing up with cigarettes hanging from their lips.

 “Yoav, don’t be childish. Show some restraint,” said the old woman from the apartment underneath 

us.

 “Either we smoke in here and kill everyone with second-hand smoke or we go outside for a couple of 

minutes and then come right back,” Abba said. “You think the Syrians have surveillance on this bomb shelter? 

They’re waiting until me and Avi go for a smoke to drop the bomb?”

 Dotan’s mom threw up her hands. “You have got to be kidding me. Avi, this is when your bravery 

comes out? They call you for Miluim and you can’t be bothered to get off the couch, even though boys are 

dying every day.”

 Mom was nodding her head. “And now when the sirens are going off, they suddenly have the balls to 

go smoke a cigarette and put everyone in here in danger.”

 All the grown-ups except for Abba and Dotan’s abba agreed.

 “There’s nothing out there. There’s nothing coming in here. The whole lot of you are hysterical, 

irrational,” Abba said. “You’ll believe anything Channel 2 news tells you.”
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 “You saw what happened in Rosh Pinna. There’s no not believing that.”

 I had to stop listening when the Rosh Pinna talk started. It scared me more than anything and made 

me wish that Abba would just stop being so stubborn and buy the tickets to America.

 “So, how do you know for sure?” I asked Dotan. “That those bombs can’t reach Minnesota? Have 

they, like, tested it? Do the people there even know what happened here?”

 “I don’t know. I tried writing to my cousin in America to ask him, but in the middle a siren—”

 From the other side of the room, the parents started to stand up. Abba lit his cigarette, took a drag and 

then threw the door to the shelter open.

 The radio blared, “We repeat, it is now safe for all citizens of Gush Dan to leave their shelters. For 

those in the North, continue to stay in your shelters until we can confirm your safety. Citizens of Gush Dan 

can now leave their shelters.”

 That day I still had to go to school and do the math test. Hagit was back and she said that the political 

situation should have no effect on our becoming the future CEO’s, engineers, and prime ministers of 

tomorrow. That that could only happen with studying math and science every day. She said that even if the 

power sometimes went off in the shelter or if our parents were being loud, we were still expected to do our 

homework and study for our tests.

 I hadn’t studied for the test. Instead I’d watched videos on YouTube. So when I got home from school, 

I was in a crappy mood. Getting a bad mark on the math test would mean that I had to study even harder so 

all the Americans thought that I was really smart.  

 Dotan said that I was crazy for trying to impress the Americans. That his dad said that they knew 

nothing about anything. That they sent over their worst soldiers to fight on our side and when they died on 

the first day, they just sent more. If they didn’t know how to fight a war, how were they going to help me save 

Israeli kids? Dotan said that I was wasting my time doing all the studying. That when I got older, I should just 

dye my hair blonde and wear short skirts. That way they would put me on TV and then I could say whatever 

I wanted to the whole country at one time. I wrote his idea down in my America notebook, but I figured that I 

should continue to watch the videos and learn perfect English until Mom let me dye my hair. Which would be 

never.

 Lucky for me, Abba always knew exactly what to do when I came home from school in a crappy 

mood.  He’d tell Mom that we were going down to buy cigarettes, but he’d really take me for falafel and ice 

cream. He would let me put as much tehina and as many sprinkles as I wanted. Mom would always be angry 

and pacing the apartment when we got home, but she’d pick me up in the air and smush my face with a 

hundred kisses, no matter how angry she was with Abba.

 That day after the falafel and ice cream, I had a horrible stomachache and Abba stayed in bed with me 

looking up at the glow-in-the-dark universe on my ceiling. He knew that helped make my stomachaches go 

away.

 He told me stories of when he was a boy on the kibbutz.  Stories about milking goats and driving 

tractors and eating oranges right off the tree. He said there were never any sirens or bomb shelters. Just 

sunshine and adventure. I asked him if Mom went to visit his kibbutz now, did he think that she would want 

to stay in Israel? Maybe she didn’t know how perfect it was in those parts.

 “Peanut?”

 “Yeah?”
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 “What do you think about this whole war?”

 I thought about it long and hard. It was the first time Abba ever asked me that and I wanted to sound 

brave so he didn’t have to worry about me.

 “Well, I guess it’s fun playing with Orna and Dotan in the shelter. We made up all these really fun 

games. My favourite one is when we wear our gas masks and pretend that we’re astronauts on this planet 

with no chemical bombs.”

 Abba stroked my hair and asked, “What’s the planet called?”

 I stopped for a minute and tried to think of a weird word, but I couldn’t so I told him the truth.  

“Minneapolis.”

 Abba didn’t say anything for a really long time; he just kept stroking my hair.

 “Peanut?”

 “Yeah?”

 “My love for you is longer than a giraffe’s neck.”

 “That’s it?”

 “My love for you is wider that the Negev desert.”

 “Abba, that’s it?”

 “My love for you is vaster—”

 Suddenly the sirens started going off again. Abba yanked me from my bed, with the underneath sheet 

even. He called Mom to put her shoes on and we all went down for another night in the shelter.

 We spent the whole morning in the shelter, so I didn’t have to think about the math test or watching 

videos for a little longer. Orna, Dotan, and I played games and ate cereal and drew comic books about life on 

Minneapolis. Abba and Dotan’s abba had the usual fight with the rest of the neighbours about smoking and 

soldiers and the government. But Mom was quiet. She didn’t start fighting with Abba or yell or cry.  She just 

sat in the corner and stared at the wall. I went over to show her my comic books, and all she said was, “But, 

honey, how do trees grow in space without any oxygen?” and I knew she wasn’t in any mood to look at them.

Sometime after lunch the radio told us that the emergency was over and we could leave the shelter. Like 

always, Abba was the first one out the door with a cigarette in his mouth. Since I didn’t have any homework, 

Mom said that I could go and play on the jungle gym in the park outside our apartment.  

 With Mom in her own crappy mood and Abba angry with the war, I decided to stay at the park even 

after my friends went home to eat dinner.  I sat on the swing and practiced saying, “Injustice anywhere is a 

threat to justice everywhere” over and over again. I knew that when the Americans heard me say that, they 

would save everyone in my school and in Ramat Aviv and in all of the State of Israel. They would just have to.

 When I finally came upstairs, Abba was asleep in front of the TV and Mom was in the bedroom 

whispering in English to Bubbie or Auntie Rebecca. I wasn’t hungry or thirsty so I just went straight to bed.

 In the middle of the night, Mom woke me up.

 “Avitaltoosh, wake up, honey.  Come quietly.” She was kissing me and pulling me out of bed at the 

same time.

 “Is there another siren?” I said and I wasn’t sure if I was sleeping or dreaming.

 “Come, baby. We have to go.”

 Already dressed in my clothes and slippers, I followed Mom out of the apartment. She was carrying 

luggage in her hand.
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Siperman, Adina. “The Price of Freedom.” The Pavilion. The Pavilion Literary Mag., 1 Mar. 2014. Web.

 “Is Abba already downstairs in the shelter? “

 “We’re going somewhere safer than the shelter.”

 When we got outside, Mom walked up to a taxi that was running and waiting in front of the building. She 

opened the van door and put the suitcase inside.  

 “Come, baby. We need to go. The sirens are going to start soon and we don’t want to be on the road.”

 “We’re driving to a safer shelter? How long’s it going to take? How’s Abba going to get there?”

 Mom didn’t answer.  She pulled me strong in the van and closed the door.  

 I looked at Mom and started yelling, “How’s Abba going to get there? Where’s Abba?”

 Mom ignored me and said to the driver, “To Ben Gurion.”

Adina Siperman likes buying toiletries in foreign countries & being reminded of her adventures through 
the weird scripts on the shampoos in her bathroom. She eats all cuisines intended to be consumed with 
chopsticks. And she heads straight to the bookshelf in a new home, to understand who it is she is 
visiting. She can tell you the difference between Apollo and Apollonius, but she can’t cook rice.  She is 
originally from Toronto, Canada, but she now lives next to the beach in Tel Aviv, Israel.
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