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        “Cece in Wonderland is an honest, personal, and intimate story that invites the reader into the experience of a neurodivergent mind seeking a place to belong in an unforgiving world. Written with courage, clarity, and hope.”

        ZOE KLEIN, AUTHOR OF CANDLE, FEATHER, WOODEN SPOON AND DRAWING IN THE DUST

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Cece in Wonderland is a story of true wonder, especially the inspiring ending, which is left unresolved, rather than tied up in a neat bow. Cece’s character is sure to resonate with so many people, on so many levels. The book is as fabulous and unique as the main character herself.”

        DR. CYE HOFFMAN, PHD, PSYCHOLOGY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Cece in Wonderland is a story about a young woman who embarks on a poignant journey across continents and within herself. From the electric chaos of New York City to the spiritual landscapes of Israel, she is in constant pursuit of something just out of reach-inner peace, lasting love, and a place to call home.”

        RONDA SPINAK, ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF THE BRAID THEATRE
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      Lately, I’ve been looking at photo albums from a very specific time in my life. I was a graduate student, a young adult, soon to be married. Looking back through the “rabbit hole,” it was the most magical of times for me, so wondrous that I was inspired to write an autobiographical work, based on this very specific time in my life. The truth is, I’ve always asked questions. I asked . . . and . . . asked to all who would listen. My parents, relatives, teachers, and peers. This unending curiosity lasted all the way from my formative years to the current time. To me, questioning became de rigueur, almost a necessity. I’d ask even when I knew what I was doing, or when I knew the answer. As a young girl, I was insatiable, determined, and stubborn. Every detail of my day at home or school intrigued me and piqued even further curiosity. At an early age, I knew I would pursue a career that involved asking questions, such as detective, quiz show host, or interviewer. At thirteen, I chose to become a rabbi, which would perfectly blend the art of study, teaching, and forever questioning.

      Every so often, I forgot about my inability to read social cues, but, rather, reclaimed a special memory of my “inner strength.” For one “who didn’t always play well with peers,” my tenacity would somehow break through. One of the most meaningful ‘chapters’ of my life was studying and volunteering in Jerusalem and Sefat. Those experiences allowed me a joyous realization of how I could indeed make new friends, by sharing an Israeli feast around a communal table, eating, laughing, lingering, and living life to the fullest. My various anecdotes and memories piled up, until I thought, Wow, I have a story to tell!

      Something “holy” seems to always guide me, then and now, whether it be a divine spirit or a guardian angel. Holiness and divine sparks of godliness within me seem to come from specific focus and undivided attention. Being neurodivergent, I don’t always focus easily, but when I’m able to pause, think, meditate, wake up, and “smell the roses,” all is right within my equilibrium and within my world.

      And though I still have my flaws and have not found “perfect love,” I’ve accomplished a major item on my bucket list: the writing and publishing of this book.

      I hope Cece in Wonder Land brings you as much joy and exploration in reading it that

      I’ve had in writing it!

    

  


  
    
      To my brilliant son, Saul Reuben, of course, my forever love.

      

      And to my delightful grandnephew, Keanu Jay, whose love of good stories is as boundless as his imagination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Before there can be wonders, there must be wonder.”

        —David Copperfield
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      The moment Cece laid eyes on the cute, amiable-looking young man sitting next to her on the first day of rabbinical school orientation in Philadelphia, she knew he was her one and only. Robert, whose nickname she would learn was Robby, had tousled blond curls, a muscular build, and an award-winning smile. Cece caught Robby’s eye, and he grinned back with a charmed look she’d never forget.

      Cece was a nickname too. Her given name was actually Bina, which in Hebrew meant insight and emotional intelligence. Chabad, a Hasidic movement well known for its outreach and emphasis on education and positive interactions, is an acronym for three Hebrew words —Chochma (wisdom), Binah (understanding), and Da’at (knowledge). And in Kabbalah, Binah is one of the ten sefirot, or divine attributes, associated with the power of comprehension. Cece loved her given name, which was rich with meaning, but her middle name was Cecilia, and ever since she was a little girl, she had insisted on being called Cece, a more playful variation.

      When Cece and Robby started dating, the dean declared the two new students akin to the cherubim in the Bible, a resemblance that was especially striking when the pair stood before the two tall, majestic pillars flanking the seminary’s entrance. The college dean even commented on how they each embodied a sense of divine protection. Two cherubs flanking a center medallion stating the school’s core mission: Tikkun Olam, to repair the world. Angelic beings, inhabiting and guarding sacred spaces, imbued with love and holiness. Robby’s intense devotion to Cece, as the two became an established couple the first year of their studies, was the envy of every student in their class.

      Robby’s gestures as an attentive, loyal boyfriend were often understated rather than grand displays of affection, yet Cece knew that he doted on her. She appreciated the little things, like how Robby would save her the prized seat in class or at library sessions. He listened to her long, embellished stories with complete attention and devotion, even though she often spoke with non sequiturs and fanciful notions of their life in the future. When Cece walked into the room, Robby made her feel like the most important person there. Cece’s commitment and devotion—perhaps bordering on obsession—did not scare Robby away, even when she verbalized her dreams of a future marriage and working together as a cute, ‘cherubic’ clergy couple. She talked to him about the perfect life they would lead in the future, and how she would follow him to the ends of the earth.

      All Cece wanted was happiness and someone to take care of her. Robby was her dream come true. Robby would fill her void.

      Yes, Robby was the “heaven-sent” angel she had always dreamt of. She pinched herself often, that this Prince Charming of a man was indeed a reality in her life. Robby hailed from Toronto, and was the quintessential gentleman, the most polite, well-mannered, refined, and soft-spoken young man she’d ever met, so unlike the young, beer-chugging, immature guys she’d dated at the AE Pi fraternity back at UCLA. Almost another breed. Such rare form.

      Robby was always the first to support Cece in her every endeavor, every project. If Cece brought up an unusual concept in a class discussion, he found a way to show their professor its relevance and profundity. He offered to drive Cece to study sessions and get-togethers on the weekends, and never once forgot an important date or meeting. Cece never feared that Robby would abandon her.

      Cece was living her complete dream. Following her calling and the bonus of meeting her perfect soulmate. In Jewish teaching, it is said that “if one saves one soul, it’s as if one saves the

      world.” To Cece, Robby was that one, that cherub, who saved her world.
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            A Break-Up at High Altitude

          

        

      

    

    
      Cece meditated with her eyes open the night before.

      She prayed.

      Cried herself to sleep.

      Despite a heavy feeling in her chest that fluctuated between hurt and humiliation, Cece rallied enough energy to attend the early morning orientation breakfast. She sat next to her best friend, Sharone. It was a true-blue friendship born the first day of rabbinical school. Sharone was an attractive woman, a recent graduate of Columbia university. In her limited free time, between schoolwork and her internship, she practiced yoga and encouraged Cece to join her, for better mental clarity and focus.

      Sharone wore her long brunette hair neatly tucked into a bright red scrunchie. Cece easily confided in Sharone, perhaps because they were two of the older graduate students in their class. Starting rabbinical school at the “ripe age” of twenty-five made Cece feel old compared to most of her classmates.

      “Talk to me, Cece,” Sharone said, her brow furrowing with concern. “What happened? I’m here for you.” She looked attentively at Cece, centering in on her friend’s unusual frazzled, almost dazed expression. 

      Sobbing, Cece replied, “Robby . . . broke . . . up . . . with me. I can’t take this anymore.

      How am I supposed to live without him? I’m shattered. What the hell went wrong?”

      At that moment, Robby snagged a seat at their table as if nothing was wrong.

      “Good morning, both of you,” he said cheerfully. “Good to be here in Israel!”

      Cece lost it. Payback time. She jumped up and poured a pitcher of polar chilled water atop Robby’s flaxen head. Robby gasped in shock, then scurried with a humiliated expression to the cafeteria kitchen in search of a dry towel. Cece felt a moment’s satisfaction, but she’d failed to anticipate the reaction of her classmates, who wondered what was with all the dramatic “waterworks.” One classmate, supposedly Cece’s friend, yelled out from across the room, “That woman’s not well. Get help!”

      Sharone, who was more compassionate, calmed her down and took her aside. “You really showed Robby. Good for you. He’s a snake to do what he did.” 

      Cece felt seen and understood. “Thank you. You get me. You understand my language. Life is a series of building blocks and education is the foundation. You ask me how I feel? This is about me and my future.” Thank goodness for friends like Sharone.

      An administrative assistant entered the dining hall. In a no-nonsense tone of voice, she announced, “Cece, the dean wants to see you.”

      In the office, the dean asked Cece to sit down. She offered Cece water.

      “No thanks,” Cece replied wryly, “not even a drop more water for me. Why did you want to see me?” 
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        * * *

      

      Two days earlier

      Cece’s heart soared as the plane took off from Los Angeles. She loved the feeling of the ascent and how her mood lifted. What progress I’ve made personally and professionally this last year. They both would soon begin an intense third year of graduate study in Israel. She cuddled close to Robby. He flinched and distanced himself from her clutch. She grasped his hand again and never wanted to let go.

      “I wanna hold your hand, like the Beatles’ song goes.”

      “You can’t always get everything you want,” Robby quipped. More silence.

      “Whatever happens between us, we’ll always have Jerusalem,” said Cece.

      The Tower Airlines pilot announced, “Please take your seats, fasten your seatbelts, a patch of turbulence ahead in the Rockies.” 

      Cece draped a soft blue wool blanket around them both.

      “We’re going to need to be comfy. Things are about to get rocky,” Robby said, as he once again released his hand from Cece’s tight grip. “Let go, Cece. Please.”

      She could not let go. Cece bit her nails hard. Ear popping and fear of flying would not alter her mood. She felt the need to pinch herself to see if this was all a dream or for real. It’s all she’d ever wanted since she was a little girl. Whisking off to an exotic, faraway place with the love of her life and living happily ever after.

      Is this real life . . . or just a childhood dream?

      Robby seemed to read her thoughts. “Cece, this is real. We’ve been up in the air for over four hours now.” 

      Cece noticed a patronizing tone to his voice, unlike his usual playful manner. She pressed her head against the window, leaving an imprint of her forehead on the glass. She could barely believe it. Three years had flown by. It seemed like yesterday that they started rabbinical school. She readied herself for a year of exploration and enlightenment. Her eyes reflected on a multitude of glistening stars right outside her window. Perhaps good omens of their relationship? She wondered if her guardian angels danced within the clouds watching over her or glimmered on the edge of a parallel universe. She had eagerly anticipated her year of study abroad, and her blessed, charmed life.

      She grasped Robby’s hand yet again, and said, “I idolize you and dream of our forever future.”

      Robby shook his head and released his hand. “You’re too kind.”

      “Robby!” she cried. “Sweetie, is everything okay? You don’t feel well? You’re so quiet this whole trip. I never noticed that about you before.”

      Robby, after a long stretch of silence, said, “I’ve got something to tell you.”

      “What is it, Robert, you’re scaring me!” She only used his given name when agitated.

      Robby sat hunched over the tray table.

      “Robby, you’re so deep in thought, a thousand miles away.”

      No response.

      Cece spoke louder, almost screamed. “What are you thinking? Earth to Robby.” She didn’t recognize the blank expression on his face. Something was wrong. He’s not himself.

      What’s going on?

      Robby sipped his drink, spritzed on some Evian facial spray. “Don’t worry about it. If you stop asking me, you’ll hear what I have to say.”

      “Fine, I have enough to worry about already!”

      Hearing raised voices, a flight attendant checked on Cece for security measures.

      Robby left his seat and the aroma of Burberry cedar wood cologne lingered. Cece smoothed her hair, applied lip gloss, and tap-tap-tapped her fingertips on the tray table.

      Robby returned with two glasses of wine in hand. He raised his glass. In a stoic tone, he said, “We’re done. To us, to moving on, to breaking up, to parting ways, to two separate lives and directions when we reach Israel.”

      Cece covered her ears. She would not hear anything of the sort. She erupted in a frenzy, knocked over her bag of salted peanuts, and her iced tomato juice puddled to the floor alongside her full glass of wine.

      “Well, then, I hope this plane never lands,” she exclaimed. “I want to stop the clock and live in this moment forever.”

      “If this was the Twilight Zone, maybe, but otherwise, so sorry.”

      A literal case of fight or flight, Cece thought.

      Dead silence. Cece drummed her fingers on her armrest and drifted off. She shuddered and snapped back. How ironic. . . the two of them going to the same destination with two opposite agendas. In such a closed space, it felt to Cece that everyone’s eyes and ears fell upon their intimate conversation. She wondered why he chose such an inopportune time and place to tell her.

      Robby tried to diffuse the negative energy. “Let’s consider this, Cece, hon. We should both enjoy this flight together as a couple. Our last memory.”

      She stared at him, eyes brimming. “Why do you always make me laugh and then cry?”

      “Because I’m funny and charming and modest. Extremely modest!”

      She bowed her head, cupped her hands over her mouth, and sobbed. This is my life. I’m losing the love of my life. I’ll fall apart. How is this possible? No detail was too small to escape Cece’s meticulous plans. She bawled her eyes out over dreams that would never be.

      “Cece, reality check, we planned to spend our lives together, but I’m entitled to change my mind. Free will. I can’t take this relationship anymore. Your mood swings and lack of social cues scare me. How are we supposed to live like this for the rest of our lives? You need professional help for your insecurity and all of your issues. I’m not equipped.”

      At that very moment, Cece regretted telling Robby about her diagnosis of a neurodivergent condition, high-functioning Asperger’s, on the autism spectrum—something that was still very much a stigma. Yet his words didn’t faze her. She thought of their dreams of becoming a dynamic duo clergy team, the cherubic strawberry blond freckle-faced child that she’d imagined they’d have. 

      She took a chamomile hibiscus teabag out of her purse and asked the flight attendant for a cup of piping hot water. She steeped the tea to calm her nerves and added three cubes of sugar. Sweeten up the sudden bitterness. Robby averted his eyes from Cece’s waterfall of tears.

      Cece held up her cup of tea. “To the next chapter, our next life, you’re forever my first love. Maybe it’s a higher power. Maybe it’s destiny. Do you know how hard it is to wrestle with things you’re not even sure you believe in?”

      Cece peered out the window at the clouds and shadows, in awe of the big sky battle, much like the empty pit in her heart, and so many thoughts raced in her mind. Sky energy, my ball of nerves, settle down and rest into stillness, retreat to a lullaby. The profound words of William Wordsworth came to mind: “I wandered lonely as a cloud / That floats on high o’er vales and hills / When all at once I saw a crowd / A host of golden daffodils / Beside the lake, beneath the trees / Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.”

      Though her stomach was upset and her face flushed, Cece gave herself a mental pep talk:

      Be strong. She descended from cloud nine to rock bottom in a split second: This too shall pass.

      Now, each would be single again. I will survive. Oh, and one more elephant in the classroom. How could they continue to sit together, learn together, to see each other every day and be civil to each other like nothing was different?

      Bewildered, Cece said, “I’m having a case of imposter syndrome. Am I who people think

      I am, or a fraud? Who am I?”

      Whatever happens . . . we’ll always have Jerusalem . . .

      Cece found out the hard way that love was just as much about heartbreak as it was about romance, even thirty thousand feet up in the air. She looked at her life and love, and literally at clouds from every angle. She would keep on questioning.

      Plane flights. Traffic control. Breakups, heartbreak. Such variation. To get here and arrive there together, apart. Such is life. She self-medicated with a cocktail on the rocks. Drinking, filling the void, screaming inside. Cece took four Tylenol and an anti-anxiety pill with a sip of water to numb both physical and emotional pain. In minutes, before she even swallowed the tablets, her head was on her armrest. She was out cold, drool from the pills lingering on her mouth. Not a pretty sight but fitting for the shock just thrown at her.

      Eight hours later, the plane landed at Ben Gurion Airport. The passengers wept and bent down to kiss the ground of the Holy Land. Cece cried bittersweet tears of joy for her safe arrival.
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      The dean sat directly across from Cece, arms folded in a somber fashion. The dean’s name was Becca. She was a short, plump woman who rarely cracked a smile. Her tough demeanor commanded respect from the student body and faculty alike.

      “All right, Cece,” she said, “I’ll get right to the point. The staff and I are aware of, let’s say, some of your strange behavior. We’re concerned about you, and more importantly, the institution’s liability. We suggest that you take an independent course of study, separate from the other students.”

      Cece didn’t outwardly react. She looked up at the high-beamed ivory ceiling. The thought of her leaving the program was too much for her to process. Where would she live? Where would she go?

      Overwhelmed, she ran out the door, found the nearest bathroom, and bawled her eyes out like a wounded newborn calf, her cries echoing off the wall’s lime green tiles. Why, why, why, must I be the one punished? The brunt of Robby’s unfair actions. Robby dumped me. Robby made me suffer. Made me act weird. I want revenge. The only thought that calmed and empowered her was wanting revenge. The water incident was a symbolic token of sacrifice.

      Why do I have to suffer, a victim of consequences? A scapegoat. Shame, guilt, and a bout of hyperventilating overcame her. Cece pulled herself together and returned to the dean’s office. Confused and deflated about the college’s course of action, she disputed it and tried to give her side of the story. The dean rebutted, “You may not be satisfied with the decision, but it’s definitive.”

      Cece had no legal resources in Israel to defend her case. Innocent as a wide-eyed doe, she surrendered. She didn’t know what to do next and decided to find Sharone and fill her in on the dean’s decision.

      Sharone gasped. “Wow, that’s harsh. I’m so sorry. What will you do?”

      Cece wiped a tear. “No idea.”

      “Where will you go?”

      Glassy eyed, Cece responded. “Not a clue.”

      Sharone said, “What Robby did to you is not okay. He crossed the line.”

      Her words gave Cece the support and strength she needed. Others could call her any name they wanted, but she knew the truth. She was not psychotic. It was Robby who had the nerve to break up without warning—on an airplane, no less! She’d been a captive audience, defenseless.

      “What a coward,” she muttered. “I’ll deal with this crisis. Meanwhile, I’ll email my doctor in the States to up my Zoloft.”

      The next day, the hot sun piercing her window, she packed her duffel and pondered her next step. Her throat raw and nerves inflamed, she knew in her heart it would be best to stay in

      Israel and not retreat back home. Humiliated and depressed, Cece peered in the mirror and noticed her peeling nose from all the tissues she used to wipe it. She grabbed her bag and caught an Egg-ed bus north to Sefat.

      Here, in this magical site in the hills of the Galilee, angels dwelt on high. This was the cradle of Jewish mysticism she knew as Kabbalah. Here, the feminine energy of God, Shechina, flowed ever present. Here, the mystics faced west, sang L’cha Dodi, and welcomed the Sabbath bride to heal and to uplift downtrodden spirits. Cece was in the exact place that she needed to be.

      What a charming, quirky city, much like my own personality, thought Cece. As soon as she got off the bus, she looked around. She knew this place reflected joy and light. Her natural state of mind returned. She threw out her arms, as though to embrace all of Sefat, hers now, all hers.

      Cece felt a glimmer of peace. A sense of calm. She sat on an ancient spiral blue staircase and meditated, but her mind raced and her body numbed. She tap-tap-tapped her hands on the step, and worried about a future without a significant other, without a plan of action, without a job, without a career. Even meditation and prayer could not settle her restless soul. She felt alone in the world.

      Cece touched the thin red Kabbalah string on her wrist for protection. She inhaled and noticed a majestic tree right beside her. A divine sign. On a spontaneous whim, she carved a heart with the names Cece and Robby on the trunk. Leave an imprint. She decided to write a love letter to all the trees for their unconditional shelter. She remembered her favorite childhood book, The Giving Tree.

      Out of nowhere, a tall, lanky man appeared, carrying a potted plant and a lit candle, as if on cue. His looks reminded Cece of a lumberjack character from her childhood fairytales.

      He spoke to Cece. “Legend has it that in the forests of Sefat, blossoms will burst and you’ll find your true love you’ve been seeking.”

      Cece noticed an exquisite reddish-pink hybrid snapdragon and reached out to touch it.

      “Ahhh, do not touch, please,” he said. “Protective of that one. The flowers of Sefat are rare and precious. I’d do anything to keep them preserved and untouched.”

      Cece smiled and said, “You’re a romantic at heart. My guardian angels have always been there for me. They bring me solace.”

      She realized this was an important time in her life, a time for creating new memories. How final to say goodbye to yesterday. She looked intently at the inviting stranger. “You know, I can visualize my ex-boyfriend Robby during a Fourth of July back in the States a few years ago.” She remembered him saying, “You’re my firework.”

      Every new man she met and every action she took triggered a reminder of something Robby said or did.

      Cece strolled the winding hills of Sefat and stumbled upon a cobblestone alleyway. She knocked on an ancient blue door beneath a grand arch. The door opened to a glass blower displaying magnificent artistry, who met Cece’s eyes wide open.

      As she looked around, Cece told the artist, “Each beautiful piece reflects your inner harmony.” Amidst the pastel glass blown figurines, Cece took great care not to break anything. “I feel clumsy, unworthy here, like a buffalo in a china shop.”

      “Dear, choose a piece that resonates deep within you.” The artist looked to be about twice Cece’s age. Her hands were weathered and calloused from years of working with molten glass.

      The lines on her face told stories of endless hours breathing life into each creation.

      Tears welling, Cece chose a beautiful glass Passover Seder plate. As she continued down the alley, another door—this one ocean turquoise—opened. Cece noticed a bearded scribe who glanced at her with his kind, sunken eyes. A secret winding passageway led her to a sign that read Livnot, which she knew meant “to build.”
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      Cece approached the front desk vestibule. The sign on the front door was bright and inviting. It stated, All are welcome. A place to build and belong.

      Livnot U’lehibanot was an unaffiliated educational and volunteer organization established in 1980 with a campus in Sefat, up north. Livnot programs typically combined community service projects and hiking with educational seminars on Jewish topics. The educational components of the Livnot program were forum-based and encouraged questions and dialogue. Community service, informal education, hiking, and non-coercive spirituality components appealed to Cece.

      The manager, Gabe, stood up from behind his desk. Gabe was a dark-skinned, handsome man in his mid-thirties. He wore a plaid shirt and overalls with work gloves tucked into his pockets. He spoke with an Israeli accent, and Cece knew instantly that he was a Sabra.

      He greeted her and explained, “Our program consists of informal study where participants till the soil, dig archaeological excavations, and plant trees.”

      Cece knew in her heart that a rigorous physical workout would strengthen her body, clear her mind, and nourish her soul. With a smile, she replied, “I’m in!”

      Gabe welcomed Cece, and said, “Here at Livnot, you’ll say hello to Israel for the very first time. You’ll feel at home with the people here. They’ll become your true friends. How many hours a week can you contribute?”

      “My time is all yours.”

      “Wonderful. I’ve got the perfect assignment for you. I’ll place you with a synagogue restoration group. The experience will build up your resume, while you in turn build up our city of Sefat.”

      His words struck a chord with Cece. She hoped she’d catch the same fire that burned within him. A contagious energy she hoped would never burn out. Days turned into weeks.

      Weeks became months. Already Cece noticed the proximity of the angels surrounding her soul. Cece didn’t feel Zen-like, yet Gabe reassured her.

      He quoted from Psalms. “It is here, in this holy city, that you can envision the ancient words of Psalm 121, ‘I lift my eyes to the mountains. From where does my help come? God, creator of earth and heaven.’”

      “Oh, thank you Gabe. Life is a contradiction. It can be both beautiful and brutal. Peaceful, yet puzzling. Energizing but exhausting. I’ll focus on the positive.” A dream came true for Cece. She sensed the smell and warmth of fire. With her newfound friends, Cece kindled a bonfire and created sparks of light and connection she always thought impossible.

      How cleansing and cathartic to toss her past love letters from Robby into the flames. A sort of closure. A new, necessary ritual. The fire needed to burn to make way for new grass, new life, just like she would.

      A quote she loved by Ralph Waldo Emerson came to mind: “Friendships are the masterpieces of nature.” The stars and the sky aligned and added to the sense of time stopping time. Cece’s heart filled. She danced from the inward out. She welcomed the cozy season of romance, a winter of love. She dipped a pink edible rose petal into her hot tea, a dash of cardamom, a sprig of fresh mint, beside the campfire.

      Many of her friends came to the program for a couple of weeks, then decided to stay for years. Not the case for Cece. Soon enough, melancholy blanketed her. She was always searching for a new sense of purpose.

      Cece attended a workshop on the mystical power of trees. Her instructor placed a striped prayer shawl over her head, and with great concentration, said, “Trees are givers of life, givers of shade, fruit, and oxygen. According to Jewish tradition, we are forbidden to cut down a tree, even at times of war.”

      She volunteered her own feelings about trees. “Trees also teach us lessons of diversity. Each one is a different shape, size, and texture, with fruits of different flavors. Like each person you meet with her own song and style.”

      Her instructor likened Cece to a tree. “From the first moment I met you, I see that you’ve become a tree. Your roots are firmly planted in the ground. With stems flowing about and leaves are wings taking off at whim.”

      Cece questioned if it was a blessing or curse to be both rooted and free-spirited in one. Her professor’s words inspired her. She entered the program’s office. “Gabe, you have made me hopeful once again. I’m almost back to the spiritual plane I was at before boarding the physical plane.”

      Gabe was an old soul, as if he had lived twenty times already. He nodded, knowingly.

      Cece closed her eyes, smiled, took a handful of soil and planted a sapling. She danced within nature, immersed in a veritable garden of Eden. But her nerves still bothered her. She stood small and still amidst the multitude of trees, seeking peace. She needed clarity to see the forest from the trees, literally. She walked amidst giant oaks and ancient olive trees planted by her ancestors in the sixteenth century.

      Oh, Robby, if you were only here by my side. We could walk this shaded pathway, embrace and kiss. The rich green forest as our backdrop. In twenty years or so, my future child will return to this spot and see the fruitful works of my labor. Why, oh why, can’t I let go of this dream?

      Cece called her mother back in the States and told her all that had happened.

      Her mother answered the phone at the first ring, as if she were sitting by the phone waiting for Cece’s call. “Be safe, be sound, my dear daughter, but most of all, be happy. It hurts to hear you like this. Are you sure you want to stay in Israel?”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. Even if the chance comes, I wouldn’t leave.”

      “Cece, keep in mind that there are many matchmakers in Sefat.” Cece’s mother fancied herself as a matchmaker like Yenta, directly out of a scene from Fiddler On The Roof.

      After her phone call to the States, Cece realized that she didn’t have the resilience or compunction to continue her rabbinic studies. She felt rejected and humiliated. At this point in her life, the rabbinical Dean insisted that Cece seek counseling.

      Cece recalled her first mandatory pastoral counseling session, where she heard a story from ancient rabbinic sources offering modern day relevance about gossip. The Talmud taught a story about a man with a nasty habit of spreading rumors throughout his small town. When he went to the rabbi for help with this problem, the rabbi suggested, “Bring me a nice, fluffy pillow and we will cut it to pieces.”

      The man shuddered. “But, rabbi, the feathers will blow everywhere, and it will be impossible to gather them back again.”

      The rabbi nodded and said, “Ah, so too, with our words, and even more so. Once they’re uttered, they can never be properly retrieved.”

      Cece ruminated over this story at lunch in the Livnot break room. She and her ravenous friends scarfed down a delectable meal they had prepared of falafel, hummus, baba ghanoush, Jerusalem salad, pita, labneh yogurt, cappuccino, and, of course, wine. Cece toasted, “More than what we eat, it’s what we feed our souls. That’s how we enjoy friends and create memories.”

      She reflected on the Book of Ruth and recited its poetic words: “Your people shall be my people, and your God, my God.”

      Cece said, “When I find my true love, my ‘bashert,’ that’s meant for me, I’ll say to him, your body is my body; your heart, my heart; your soul, my soul.”

      “Those words would make beautiful wedding vows, Cece,” Penina, her new friend and classmate, affirmed. Penina’s name meant pearl in English. A name that perfectly suited her, a pure gem of a friend to Cece.

      Cece remembered the precious times that she and Robby spent together, like cooking a homemade meal, then reclining on their couch, each with a good book in hand. The silver lining was all of the precious memories that she still cherished.

      “I miss his voice,” she confessed, “his smell, his kindness, his whole persona, the whole relationship. It was incredible. Filled with passion. What a ride. Sad it’s over. I don’t know what happened. He had a nurturing approach. He cared about me. We listened to music. We talked about life.” She burst into tears.

      Penina hugged her dear new friend. “Cece, it’s natural that you only remember the pleasant times. This too shall pass.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. I need a glass of wine.”

      “You’ve had two glasses already and a Turkish coffee with arak.”

      “Penina, it won’t affect me. I need a little buzz. Don’t worry. You won’t see me dance with the lampshade.”

      “Ya sure? I hope you know your own body. You’ll nearly finish yourself off, but good.”

      “I know my body.” Then, she admitted, “Penina, I won’t sugarcoat it. I noticed red flags. Sometimes he’d go sideways. We weren’t on the same page. We slid down our share of rabbit holes, but I hold happy memories for the most part. I pray and wish the best for him.”

      Penina raised her eyes. “That’s amazing. I didn’t expect you to say that.”

      “The day may come where he’ll wish me the same. I hold no grudges. It’s too much baggage.”

      Penina looked at Cece with pure admiration and surprise. “Tell me, how did you make this transition to forgiveness?”

      The trees were reddish-brown, with leaves falling, the autumn in full glory. Cece found a new season for herself as well. This time and place will always hold a special place in my heart.

      Penina tapped Cece’s shoulder, startling her out of a daydream. She told her that the workshop was about to begin, on mysticism and numerology, on how each letter of the Hebrew alphabet has a significant value.

      “The executive director of Livnot, Aron, is lecturing. A question-and-answer session afterward.”

      “Okay,” Cece said. “You had me at numerology.”

      Yet in three months’ time, Cece got restless again. She paced, yawned, wandered off the program’s course and regimen. Her back muscles strained, and stress compounded from all the physical labor. She’d lost interest, in true Scorpio form. Cece ran on empty, depleted. She’d run out of confidence, motivation, and most of all, shekels. Story of my life.

      She told Penina, “It seems ages that I’ve been here. It’s starting to feel like the deep of winter. I’ve had too many winters.” Time for a swift return to the States. Cece met with Gabe.

      “Thank you for the opportunity of a lifetime. I’ve become more open-minded about all levels of observance. I will find my balance. I’m still in a jam, though. Soul searching.”

      Gabe took the news of her departure graciously. Cece was leaving Israel with a new lease on life. She was proud of herself, and her progress in forgiving, yet not forgetting. She was a little less “stuck” on Robby, and possibly open to meeting someone new. She was still hesitant to let go of dreams of her perfect yet shattered relationship.

      There was still more to sort through. The breakup caused a complete alchemy. Throughout this process, a hummingbird kept whirring by. Cece took this as a definite sign, a guiding light. Finally, she turned inward to artistic expression, drawing, sketching, writing. Slightly bending her knees, she got herself into a comfortable position. She felt both pained and eased as she limberly stretched both her body and mind.

      Cece acknowledged a strange gift to have lived and loved. She embraced the ability to forgive and accept loss, almost as if someone had died. It was as if Robby was once alive and vibrant and now he was dead, at least to her.

      Part of Cece felt guilty about ever wanting to love anyone else again, at least as deeply and as vulnerably. Or even knowing how to love. The longer she stayed in Israel and got to know herself, the deeper and further she could grow. Back in the chaos of life and loss, she withdrew, but now the part of her that wanted to live and grow emerged. She used a charcoal gray pen and drew a heart, emerging from ashy embers.

      Yet again, she packed up her life, still ambiguous about her future. She chose only things that sparked joy. Keep moving forward. Cherished photos, textbooks, wardrobe essentials, sentimental souvenirs. In her heart, she evicted anger to make room for forgiveness. She would forget Robby and make that relationship a thing of the past and begin anew. You demolished my trust, but I must forgive, not forget. The past is past. Full heart, fresh start.

      Gabe sent her off with a warm farewell. “Safe travels, dear one. Livnot is filled with gratitude for your company. All best on your spiritual journey. Carry on.”
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