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Introduction

February 2026, Israel  Shalom Brenner

We’ve all been through the wringer. No point dressing it up.

Every single one of us — young, old, religious, secular, left, right — got hit by that shock wave. Some more than others, but nobody came out the other side untouched. Nobody.

The soldiers knew their job. Bless them, they just got on with it. But the rest of us? We stood there, hearts in our mouths, asking ourselves the oldest question in the book: what can I do?

Age, health, bad knees — take your pick. Most of us had perfectly good reasons not to be in uniform. So we did what civilians do when their backs are against the wall. We improvised.

Nobody sent a memo. Nobody called a meeting. People simply looked around, sized up what was needed, and got stuck in. A hot shower here, a pizza there, socks, underwear, a friendly face, a grandmother’s cooking — whatever they had, they gave.

Call it the FRONT-BACK LINE. Unorganized, unofficial, and magnificent.

What follows is a collection of their stories. Ordinary people — bakers, grandmothers, accountants, teachers — who decided that sitting in an easy chair was not an option.

I won’t ask you to enjoy these stories. Enjoy is the wrong word entirely.

Read them. Remember them. And tip your hat.

	Life of a Pensioner

Education, Bar Mitzvah, Married,

Work, Work, Work,

Worry, Worry, Worry,

Black hair, Grey hair,

Father, Grandfather,

Then, suddenly, a big STOP sign:

ENOUGH MATE!

You have been put out to pasture.

Wow! What a relief!

No more income tax,

No more running after the clock.

Wow! Great!  But then the penny drops:

WHAT THE HELL AM I GOING TO DO WITH MY TIME??

Well, turn the page, and I'll show you








Dedication

This collection is for my family and friends. Without their generosity — financial and otherwise — none of it would have happened. They believed in what we were doing before we had anything to show for it. That takes a special kind of faith, and I am not taking it for granted.

A very particular thank you to Michael Meyer. He encouraged me when I needed it, advised me when I was heading in the wrong direction, and absorbed my frustrations with the patience of a saint. Every operation needs a punchbag. Michael was mine — and a damn good one at that.

And finally — last on this page, but never, ever last in our hearts — to the men and women in uniform. They left their homes, their families, their warm beds, and walked into places most of us cannot imagine. They did not ask whether it was convenient. They just went.

This book is a small, civilian salute to all of them.

Shalom Brenner  February 2026



Cry the Beloved Country  Shalom Brenner
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Let me tell you something. We had it coming.

Not because we are bad people — we are not. But arrogance, greed, and a generous helping of corruption will eventually land you flat on your face. October 7th was that moment. The alarm clock from hell.

For years we forgot who we were and what this whole Jewish state business was actually supposed to mean. Then — bang. Reality knocked on the door. Hard.

And you know what? We reacted the way Jews always react when the chips are down — as one. Suddenly there were no labels, no tribes, just people rolling up their sleeves. It was something to see.

But then, when the dust settled a little and we dared to look in the mirror — oy. Not a pretty picture. Ashkenazim versus Sephardim. Religious versus Secular. Right versus Left. Wounds that never properly healed, just bandaged over and quietly festering.

We stood there, heads down, muttering to ourselves — where did the Zionist dream go? What happened to us? And now what?

Good questions. No easy answers. But at 84, I’ve learned one thing: the fact that we’re still asking them means we’re not done yet.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One: The Front-Back Line
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Ode to Oldies  Shalom Brenner

I was asked, “How does an old fart at the age of 84 react during this time of stress?”

Good question. I’ll tell you.

One option is to crawl into your easy chair, pull the blanket up and say to yourself, “I’ve run my race. This is the younger generation’s problem.” Then watch television and eat your heart out with worry and frustration. Or do what many of us do at our age — sink into that dreamlike imaginary world of the past.

Which is exactly what I did. I went back to my war. October 1973. And I asked myself, as a soldier lying in the dirt back then — what did I want most in the world? Besides getting home alive, obviously.

The answer came quickly:

CLEAN SOCKS, CLEAN UNDERWEAR, AND A BOILING HOT SHOWER.

Simple. Basic. Absolutely everything.

So I got up, sat at my computer, and wrote to anyone and everyone I could think of — old school mates, family friends, friends of friends, people I hadn’t spoken to in years. Reintroduced myself, explained what I had in mind, asked for financial help, added my bank account number, hit send, went back to my easy chair and opened a beer.

Less than a week later, money did not pour in. It waterfalled in.

[image: ]

Enough to start financing mobile hot showers — a clever little gadget: a water container on a wagon, gas heater, car battery pump, three canvas cubicles on aluminium poles. Simple genius.

I joined two friends — younger than me, well connected — and together we went straight to the front units. Hot showers, socks, and underwear delivered directly to soldiers in Gaza.

Picture it. A soldier comes back from the field — filthy, exhausted, and instead of collapsing on the ground, he walks into a hot shower, pulls on clean socks and for a few minutes feels like a human being again. Rests better. Feels better.

Worth every penny. Worth every phone call.

That’s what this old guy and his friends set out to do — a personal delivery service, nothing fancy, just making sure each individual soldier knew that back home, we hadn’t forgotten him. Not for a single day.

Then came the pizza.

A mobile tabun oven on a wagon, gas-fired, operated by professional bakers — all volunteers. When a unit came back from Gaza for a rest, we were waiting for them. Hot pizza, cold soft drinks, and yes — socks and underwear. Always the socks and underwear.

But here’s the thing. The food was wonderful. The shower was wonderful. But what I kept noticing was this: when those soldiers looked around and saw civilians there — saw an old man like me — something shifted. They weren’t talking to a stranger. They were talking to granddad. And you could actually watch the tension drain out of their shoulders.

Maybe that was the most important delivery of all.

After a long run of collecting, schlepping and delivering — well. Eighty-four is eighty- four. I closed shop, handed the remaining funds over to a war victims’ relief fund, and accepted my limits gracefully. More or less. 

So here I am. Back in my easy chair, painting, sketching, keeping myself out of trouble. I’ve adopted the philosophy of the three monkeys — hear no evil, see no evil — but speak the truth. Always speak the truth.

Allow me to raise my glass.

A toast to peace. To the world in peace — or before it ends up in pieces.

Here’s to life. LEHAIM!
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Fateful Day  Shalom Brenner with Miko Gindos

October 6th. Bright sunny Friday morning, heading south toward Beer Sheva, humming to myself, warming up for the evening’s performance, when my phone rang and broke my concentration.

One of the organizers of the next day’s Nova trance party. His voice was practically bouncing off the walls with excitement — the big bang of the year, he told me, all the top DJs, not to be missed. He was doing his best to talk me into coming, but I had a prior engagement running well into the early hours. So I politely said I’d try.

His parting shot: YOU WILL MISS THE BIG BANG OF THE YEAR.

Little did either of us know how right he was. 
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I got home in the small hours, barely hit the pillow, when my wife shook me awake with a look on her face I will never forget. Something about Nova. A catastrophe. Sleep was gone.

I lay there, stone cold and absolutely helpless. Listened to the news. Tried phoning people. Didn’t know what to do, knowing full well that friends and musical colleagues had been there. Wild thoughts. Where were the security guards? Where was the army? Kids out for a weekend of music and dancing — now dead, taken hostage, wounded. We were almost afraid to hear the names. Almost relieved to hear “injured” or even “taken hostage.” Anything but dead.

Days passed. My whole being felt hollowed out. I tried losing myself in music, but every note tasted sour.
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Once the massacre was an undeniable fact — not a nightmare you could wake up from — the question became: how do we help the bereaved? So the days filled up with funerals, with visits to friends who had escaped but weren’t really there anymore, with sitting beside parents who had no words left.

And then, slowly, something became clear. The last thing those lost souls would have wanted was for the music to die with them.

So we organized. We started encouraging musical gatherings. We entertained the troops. We dragged hope and cheer out of thin air — because if anything can do that, music can.

Playing Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde every single night — performing with youngsters dancing quietly below, holding photographs of the lost high above their heads, crossing the stage with posters, some crying, others wearing those heartbreaking half-smiles that only grief produces. And me up there, grinning and conducting and urging them on, while inside fighting with everything
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