

  [image: Cover]




Lydia Friend

The Diaries of a Teenage Pilgrim: The Early Journey


A Coming-of-Age Story of How God Called Me to Run After Him 





  
    First published by Lydia Friend 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Lydia Friend


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  
    The author asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work. This is a work of memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of experiences over time, drawing primarily from personal journal entries written at the time during her teenage years. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. While most scenes are based directly on diary entries written at the time, some events have been compressed, reordered, or recreated according to the author’s memory to serve the narrative flow. Dialogue has been reconstructed to the best of the author’s ability. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, memory is subjective, and some details may differ from others’ recollections of the same events. The author designed the cover. First published August 2025. This revised and expanded edition is published in 2026 and includes “On Pilgrimage and the Divine Romance,” a new essay exploring the author’s journey through the frameworks of Pilgrimage Anthropology and Biblical Theology.


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 9798993036106
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  To my family circle of love— 

Where each relationship is unique, 

But the love flows as one stream. 

To my friends and readers who joined in my adventure, 

May you know the security 

Of the Fortress of Hope in this dark age, 

May you know the joy 

Of Your Beloved singing over you, 

And calling you up higher.







  
    
      Come, friend, cross the threshold here,
Where diary pages whisper near
Of pilgrimage through passing years.




The Good Shepherd walks beside
And calls His Lovely to abide.
From Wisconsin woods to Galilee’s shore,
A young heart holds the golden thread
That weaves the path her soul has led.


Here, the Beloved Bridegroom sings
Over the broken, beautiful things.
Each Stranger Lovely in His sight,
Finding home in Love’s delight.
Enter now, the story waits.


    

    
      Lydia Friend
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  Introduction

  
  





“And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, and they did not love their lives to the death.” — Revelation 12:11




Please read this book as a memoir, not as a novel.




Memoir is a form of creative nonfiction rooted in real memory, real experience, and real meaning. It does not move like a novel. It does not race from plot twist to plot twist. It follows the rhythm of a life actually lived, which is sometimes slow, sometimes circling, and always honest.




These pages hold fragments of formative years: thoughts, prayers, and poetry scribbled in the margins of a life lived between cultures. This memoir weaves together narrative, poetry, and reflection. The poetry is not decoration. The reflection sections are not interruptions. They are part of how this particular life made sense of itself, one memory at a time.




Memoir returns to its central themes more than once because that is how memory works. That circling back is not repetition. It is how truth accumulates. The reflection woven through these pages, the older self looking back and drawing meaning from the past, is the engine of the genre.




Many names have been changed to preserve privacy, but the moments are real: car accidents and loneliness, international travel, and the daily work of learning to trust God. I overcome darkness not through perfection, but through honest witness to His faithfulness in our imperfect lives.




Come to this book the way you would sit with a friend who has something true to tell you. The reward is not a plot twist. It is recognition. May my story remind you that God can use ordinary teenagers when they are willing to step outside their comfort zones. Your own story matters more than you know.








  
  1

  
  
  Leaving the Little House in the Big Woods

  
  




✦ ◊ ✦







The year was 1994, and our little parsonage sat nestled among the towering pines and maples in the small Wisconsin town of Spooner. In these Wisconsin woods, deer and black bears wandered through, though we weren’t always fast enough to see them. I loved the way the morning light filtered through the canopy of leaves, casting dancing shadows on our kitchen table where Mom served breakfast and Dad read his morning devotions.




Our lovely yellow kitchen was filled with sunshine and cabinet space. It was the heart of our home, where the smell of oatmeal, pancakes with Wisconsin maple syrup, and scrambled eggs with Wisconsin cheese would fill the air most mornings. Sometimes Mom would make her Texas-style eggs and rice with onions and spices, which were a reminder of her childhood. 


The wooden floors throughout the house creaked pleasantly as we moved from room to room, from the basement up to the attic, each footstep announcing our presence in this old Victorian parsonage that had become our sanctuary.




The afternoon light would also stream through the beautiful old wooden windows, illuminating the heirloom china cabinet in our dining room, where we’d gather around the table for homeschool lessons and Bible studies, carefully stenciling patterns along the borders of walls we’d painted together.




I was 13 years old, going on 14, wearing cute glasses that were stylish at the time but still made me feel a little like a nerd. Life as a pastor’s kid wasn’t predictable, especially when your dad was a spirit-filled pastor, but it was home, and we had a rhythm to it, and it was beautiful. Wisconsin winters could drop to thirty below zero, and we were used to those bitterly cold temperatures that made the house creak and settle around us.




I was born in Israel in 1980 while my parents were working at a Christian radio station in South Lebanon, and we had lived just across the border in a little town called Metulla. We’d left Israel when I was almost three years old, and my brother was a baby.  The first year we were back in Missouri, Dad completed his master’s in teaching at a seminary program. We spent time in Texas County, Missouri, before Dad joined the military and was stationed in San Diego and Monterey, California. Then we moved on to the deserts of Texas, Georgia, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. But these last four years in Spooner had been the golden years! Dad was finally home, not deployed, serving as our pastor, where I could see him every day. I thought this was the best home we’d ever had. 




For several years, I’d heard my parents go on and on about how much they missed Israel, the country of my birth. Israel existed in my life only through their stories, their wistful conversations about places and people I couldn’t picture, their occasional Hebrew and Arabic phrases that sounded exotic and foreign in our American home.







✦ ◊ ✦







That particular morning started like any other. Dad had been away on one of his trips, something church-related, I’d assumed; since pastors sometimes traveled for conferences or meetings. He had gone to Israel, and now we were happy to see he had returned. Life resumed its sense of normalcy until a couple of days later, when he called us together.




Mom bustled around the kitchen, humming softly as she prepared his coffee just the way he liked it, strong and black. Tom and I were probably arguing over something trivial, the way siblings do when life feels predictable and safe. At eleven and a half, he was quieter than I, more likely to play with the younger kids at church than analyze every adult conversation the way I did. Where I overthought everything to a fault, Tom just went with the flow, a trait that would serve him differently than what I experienced in the changes to come.




Everything was about to change.




“Family meeting,” Dad announced, with that look on his face, the one that meant something big was coming.




We gathered in our living room, with its cream-colored carpet. I settled into my favorite spot on the dark brown sofa, Snowflake snuggled on my lap, her soft white fur against my hands as she purred contentedly. Through the large window, I could see our yard, with its pine and willow trees. The sweet lilac scent, mixed with our orange Easy Love lilies, drifted in through the open window. Dad had souvenirs from his Israel trip spread out on the coffee table, which were small treasures that hinted at the adventure he was about to describe.




His hair had turned silver from his experiences working at an Arab Christian radio station during the intense conflict in South Lebanon in the years before and after “Operation Peace for Galilee.” I was only a toddler then, but those experiences had crowned him with silver while he was still in his twenties.




He started telling us about his trip to Israel with a group of Wisconsin Assembly of God pastors. His voice grew more animated as he described their Joshua and Caleb Mission: going to see what doors might be open for ministry in the Holy Land. Joel Pavia, the Wisconsin Superintendent, had given him the go-ahead: if the Assemblies wouldn’t officially send him, he should go anyway.




Dad’s face lit up in that way it did when he talked about God opening doors, “I met Chuck Kopp at the Baptist House in Jerusalem. He offered us a visa if we’d come.” I could see Mom’s face already beginning to glow, she knew what was coming next. Her dark brown hair, almost black and curly to her shoulders, framed her face as she looked up at Dad. She was shorter than both Dad and me, but she was still the one who got things done.




“When I got home, your mom and I spent time in prayer about this opportunity over the next day or two,” Dad continued. “We don’t have full support raised yet, but we have savings that could last us about a year. I’m setting up a non-profit organization: Living Stones Ministry, so we can start receiving donations. After praying together, we both feel this is God’s timing.”




Then came the words that hit our quiet Wisconsin life like a thunderbolt: “We’re going to Israel. We need to leave in about forty days.”




Forty days.  I felt the number hit me like a physical blow.  I knew Dad had been accepted into a doctoral program in Saint Paul, Minnesota, so this move would mean he must be giving it up for the opportunity. This wasn’t a maybe or a someday. This was happening now.




The weight of his words settled over me as I tried to process what this meant, going to Israel. Those words felt strange. How do you go back to a place you don’t remember? I was born in Israel, yes, and had spent the first two and a half years of my life there, but that was ancient history to me—I’d left when I was just a toddler. Now, at thirteen and a half, we were going “home” to a place that felt as foreign as any fairy tale.




“Israel?” I managed to say, my voice smaller than I intended.




“The Holy Land,” Dad said, his eyes lighting up as he talked about his adventures in Israel and Lebanon, about Scripture coming alive, about returning to the land they both loved. “We’re going home.”




It didn’t feel like going home to me. I loved our little town. It boasted of a rollerskating rink,  ice skating rink, and I could bike freely through town in the early ‘90s. The public library blocks away, the small country church that felt like a part of me, where I’d learned to read by following the lyrics on the overhead projector during congregational singing, and where I’d played tag outside in the frozen snow. I would run around that church with boys and girls, laughing in such good times.




Just the year before, Mom and I had fought to save our community center from being converted into a casino. For months, we’d gone door-to-door alerting neighbors, made anti-casino signs, and stood outside town hall windows protesting. I’ll never forget the town hall confrontation, in which the mayor was upset for us spoiling his plans. He had hoped to turn our community center into an Indian reservation, where local law enforcement couldn’t enter. We learned about the mafia connections with places like the Turtle Lake Casino, where people were being threatened. 


Mom had taken it on herself to lead this grassroots campaign, and the community rallied behind her. Our demonstration even made it onto state TV news, and we successfully prevented it from happening.




Our family wasn’t just fighting civic battles. Dad had been waging spiritual warfare, too. He’d put an ad in the local paper offering help to anyone having trouble with ghosts and witches, actually. They called our number for help because they were unable to control the spirits in their home. When Dad prayed for them, they gave their hearts to Jesus, and they were set free. 




During his season of fasting and praying for the town, a Halloween snowstorm hit—unusual timing that felt like more than a coincidence. Around that same time, Uncle David, Aunt Sherry, and my cousins Jimmy, Amy, and Katie had moved up from Texas. They stayed with us for a few months until they found their own place. Uncle David would eventually pastor at Round Lake on the Indian reservation. Going door-to-door, speaking up boldly, standing against both corruption and spiritual darkness, it was training in fearlessness. Now, right after these victories that had shaped me, we were leaving it all behind.




I felt their excitement wash over me until I felt it too. However fear crept in alongside the excitement. What about Snowflake? What about everything we’d built here? I looked around at the walls we’d painted together, at the floors that reflected our family’s care and attention. Tom sat quietly through all of this, not creating any drama, just accepting what the adults had decided, the way he always did at that age. I, however, had one non-negotiable demand. 


“I’ll go on one condition,” I announced, holding Snowflake, my beautiful white cat. She had been a gift earlier that year, her fur soft against my cheek as she purred, oblivious to the chaos around her. Dad looked up, one eyebrow raised. 




“Snowflake comes with us,” I said firmly. “If she can’t come, I’m not going.” 




I expected him to argue, to explain about quarantine laws and international travel complications. Instead, he nodded.  “Okay,” he said simply. “I’ll make it happen.” He kept his word. Somehow, in the midst of what followed, Dad managed to arrange for my cat to fly across the ocean—forms, phone calls, veterinary visits, and fees I couldn’t even imagine.




✦ ◊ ✦







What followed was a whirlwind that I still remember as a blur of cardboard boxes and impossible decisions. We could only take what fit in a small U-Haul trailer attached to our car. Everything else had to go.




Dad’s book collection had filled our home. Those books were Dad’s pride and joy: theology texts and commentaries from seminary, linguistic studies in several languages from his time with Bible translators, history volumes from around the world, and archaeological studies about the Middle East. They’d made our little parsonage feel like a library, like we were living inside Dad’s brilliant mind. I watched as Dad started giving them away, feeling amazed and a little horrified.  Lines of people came to take stacks from his rare collection. Dad seemed almost relieved as the shelves emptied, as if each donated volume was one less thing tying us to this place; he was suddenly eager to leave. 




Even Grandma Rose, my mother’s mother and my only surviving grandparent, came by to help us pack and take a few items we couldn’t bring with us. Uncle David and Aunt Sherry came by to help us pack as well. Uncle David had offered to drive with us to Milwaukee and Chicago and help Grandma Rose drive our two cars back to Spooner after we left for the airport. My good friends Mary and Sabrina came to say goodbye and visit me before I left. It was hard to say goodbye to friends.




The days blurred together. Our house, once cozy and full, began to feel hollow as our belongings disappeared. The rooms echoed differently. Even our voices sounded strange in the increasingly empty spaces. Mom carried her sewing machine from room to room, unable to decide where to pack it.  That sewing machine had made all my homemade dresses, dresses that made me feel like Laura Ingalls Wilder. We had cousins who were her closest living relatives. Tom got to wear simple t-shirts, jeans, and flannel shirts. 





Mom’s digital keyboard was also to come. She filled our home with music when she practiced. I loved to accompany her, singing along as she played, both at home and church. Music was one of our favorite ways to spend time together.




Dad’s toolbox was to come as a carry-on as well. “A man needs his tools,” he muttered, though I suspected he was just as attached to those familiar implements as Mom was to her sewing machine. As for me, I had Snowflake and whatever clothes would fit in my suitcase. Tom’s harp somehow made the cut too. I watched them figure out how to transport this delicate instrument across the ocean to our new life.




I would miss our little house in the big woods, the way the light came through the trees in the morning, how deer jumped across the road, and the neighbors who waved when we drove through town. I remember the smell of Mom’s meatloaf and mashed potatoes, her fried chicken schnitzel, the taste of corn on the cob from Wisconsin fields, and apple pie. I remember the creaking of our wooden floors as we moved through our daily routines, the one bathroom we all shared, and the warmth of our cheery kitchen, where Mom would hum while cooking. I remember taking pictures with my cousins Amy and Katie before we left, and going on walks together around our neighborhood.




✦ ◊ ✦







“Want to go for a bike ride?” I asked Tom one afternoon, when we took a break from packing. I needed to see our town one more time before everything changed forever. He looked up from his Legos spread across the living room floor and nodded, going to get his bike.




We pedaled slowly through Spooner, taking the route we’d ridden dozens of times before, but this time every turn felt significant. First, we headed to the hospital parking lot, where I’d learned to skate backwards going down the hill. The sloped pavement didn’t look as steep now as it had when I was learning. I could still remember the thrill of finally mastering the challenge of skating backwards down that slope.




“Remember when I could finally do it?” I asked Tom. He smiled and nodded, pedaling steadily beside me in his quiet way. Our route then wound through the forest near the hospital, our favorite place to explore. The pine trees towered above us, and I wondered if Israel would have any forests like this. From there, we rode to the fish hatcheries, where Mom would take us fishing at the lake.




One important stop was the community center, the building Mom and I had fought to save from becoming a casino. I stared at it, remembering the protest signs we’d made; the doors we’d knocked on.




“We helped save this place,” I said to Tom.




He looked at the building and then at me, understanding in his own way what it meant to be leaving after such a victory. At the library, I went inside one last time to say goodbye to the librarian who’d helped me find so many books over the years. She hugged me tightly.




Finally, we pedaled to Main Street and the candy store that’d been our destination for so many bike rides. The bells jingled as we pushed open the door, and the familiar smell of chocolate and penny candy filled the air.




“Pick whatever you want,” I told Tom, though we both knew our usual routine. He chose a chocolate bar; I picked some gummy bears. We pedaled the few blocks to our home, where we would sit and savor our treats, with the familiar small-town life of Spooner surrounding us. We were hopeful that this moment wouldn’t be forgotten, nor the simple joys of brother-sister adventures. Soon, this would all be a memory.




The ride home was quiet, as both of us were lost in our thoughts. The late afternoon sun filtered through the trees. Tom didn’t say much, but I knew he felt it too, this sense of ending, of saying goodbye. Back in our driveway, we put our bikes away in the garage, aware this would probably be the last time we’d ride them through these streets together.




✦ ◊ ✦







The familiar maroon seats of the Christian Life Assembly Church felt comforting that Sunday morning, like everything was already fading into a memory even as it happened. I smoothed my dress, the good one Mom insisted I wear for our last service, and tried not to think about how this would be the final time I’d be here with my friends and family.




For those cherished hours, I almost forgot we were leaving. Almost. The service itself felt electric in that way small churches do when something special is happening. Dad preached a powerful sermon. I could feel the whole congregation’s attention on us, a bittersweet mixture of excitement for our adventure and sadness at our leaving.




It was after the service that I felt the full weight of how differently we were all experiencing this goodbye. The church women surrounded Mom. I watched with growing embarrassment as she practically glowed with excitement. Mrs. Johnson hugged her with tears in her eyes, murmuring about how much they’d miss us. Mom hugged her back, crying too, but her whole face was radiant. Her words tumbled out, her hands gesturing energetically. She described Jerusalem, the Holy Land, as a place where Scripture came alive. She’d wipe away a tear and then bounce a little as she talked about her memories of Israel, about finally going home.




“Oh, I know we’ll miss you all so much,” she’d say, her voice trembling with emotion, “but I just can’t help being excited about—” Then she’d launch into another story about Israel, her eyes shining.




I was embarrassed. Couldn’t she see that her excitement was making their sadness feel unimportant? I thought she should just contain her joy until after we left Spooner, then she could be as happy as she wanted. It seemed so simple to me: read the room, match the mood, wait your turn to be joyful.




Now, I understand how impossible it is to schedule emotions. How someone can simultaneously grieve leaving people they love and feel overwhelming joy about returning to a place that calls to their heart. At thirteen, I had no idea that feelings could be that complicated.




I watched people’s confused expressions as they lovingly grieved her departure, while Mom was both heartbroken and overjoyed. They had patted her shoulder sympathetically while she beamed about returning to the Land of Milk and Honey. She was too happy to grieve properly with them, and I wanted to disappear into the church carpet.




It was Rachel who made everything real. She appeared at my elbow as we were gathering our things, her blonde hair crowning her face. “I made this for you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. She thrust a handmade card toward me, decorated with stickers and written in her delicate cursive. I opened it carefully. Inside, Rachel had written: You are my best friend. You were always nice to me when others weren’t. I will never forget you. My throat tightened. Rachel and her siblings were homeschoolers like me, and we’d done fun things together—played outside in the winter snow; run around the little Spooner Church playing tag. 





“Rachel…” I began, “I’m going to miss you so much,” and then she hugged me tight.




“We’d like you to join us for a farewell dinner,” Mrs. Peterson announced, gesturing toward the fellowship hall. “Please sit at our head table.” There we were: Mom, Dad, Tom, and I, being escorted to seats at the front of the room. As the entire congregation filed past to fill their plates, they then sat facing us.




It felt overwhelming. Every bite of casserole felt enormous, and every sip of punch seemed to echo through the room. People kept catching my eye and smiling, waving, and mouthing, “We’ll miss you.” Tom had wandered off to play with the other kids, as he always did, leaving me to navigate all the intense emotions swirling around us. The reality was hitting me in waves: we leave for the big cities on Friday morning. We leave on the airplane on Monday. Four days. Four days until everything I knew would be an ocean away.




After the potluck dinner, which was filled with numerous delicious home-baked foods, the women of the church, led by Kathy, presented us with parting gifts. The congregation had pooled together to buy me two journals, beautiful ones that smelled like possibility and adventure. Kathy explained that they wanted me to document my journey and to remember this little church in Wisconsin, even when I was walking the streets of Jerusalem.




Then came the quilt. Each family had contributed a square, and somehow they had managed to make it all work together. Each piece told a story, held a memory.   “Every family in our church family is represented here,” the ladies explained, their voices filled with emotion. Kathy handed me a large card that’d been passed around the congregation. “Dear Michael, Ruth, Lydia, and Tom Friend,” she read aloud from the front, “this quilt represents the love and prayers of your church family. We will miss your faithful service here in Spooner and pray God’s richest blessings on your ministry in the Holy Land; with love from all of us.” The card was covered with signatures and personal messages from everyone in the church.




Walking to the car that night, my arms full of journals and small farewell gifts, I turned back to look at the little brick church one more time. The windows glowed with golden warmth in the darkness, and I could still hear voices and laughter. This was where I spent a lot of time helping Dad clean the church and singing with Mom before and after services. I felt so free here, like it belonged to me. This was what I would most miss: the church and the freedom I felt there, how I’d learned to read by following the songs on the overhead projector, how I would sing on the microphone when no one was there, and how I had started singing solos and helping Mom lead worship.




I was excited to be going on this journey. I was also afraid. Would I see my friends again? Would they forget me? Would I ever come back to my house in the big woods? Most of all, I hoped that someday, somehow, I would find my way back to this feeling, this sense of being completely, unconditionally loved by a community that had watched me grow up. The car doors slammed, and we drove away into the Wisconsin night, carrying our memories and our fears toward whatever waited beyond the ocean.







✦ ◊ ✦








  
  2

  
  
  Journey to the Holy Land

  
  




✦ ◊ ✦



Friday morning came too soon and too slow all at once. I stood in our empty parsonage one final time, the echo of my footsteps strange in rooms that had once been filled with Dad’s books and our family’s laughter.  


This was it. I was leaving Spooner.  Our small silver Toyota Starlet was packed with a U-Haul trailer hitched behind it. Snowflake, securely crated inside, was already panting with stress, her green eyes wide as we pulled away.   “It’s okay, girl,” I whispered through the carrier’s mesh. “I’m with you.” Dad and Uncle David drove in one car while Mom, Grandma, Tom, and I rode in the other.


Seeing Milwaukee again stirred something unexpected in me. This was where we’d lived before Spooner, where some of my earlier childhood memories were rooted. We drove by one of our old apartments, where I remembered playing outside on the lawn with a little stuffed bunny that had been a gift from my Uncle Bill.  The toy looked so real that my brother and I would hide behind the bushes and watch drivers go by, who would point at the rabbit, thinking it was real.   We’d laugh from behind the bushes at how we’d tricked them, such sweet memories from when I was 8 years old.


“We’re going to Pam’s,” Mom announced, and I could hear the relief in her voice. Pam was Mom’s good friend. Dad and Uncle David weren’t at Pam and Bob’s house yet, so we sat in their warm living room and waited. Since we came in two silver Toyota Starlets, Uncle David would be helping drive the vehicles home after going to the airport. Pam fussed over us, bringing drinks and asking gentle questions about our journey.  The room Pam gave me was perfect; quiet and cozy, with everything arranged just so. 


Sunday morning, we attended the church where I’d once gone to school. Welcoming faces greeted us with the type of warmth that made leaving even harder. When the pastor asked Dad and Mom to share, I watched from the congregation as they stood at the front and told our story. Their voices were strong, but emotional as they talked about returning to the Holy Land.


That evening, we went to a different church, West Layton Church, a place thick with my personal history. I walked into the sanctuary, scanning faces, looking for my best friend. I didn’t see her, but I did see one familiar face: the boy I’d known when I was eight or nine. Seeing him there somehow grounded me in my past. Here was proof that I’d existed in this place and had been part of this community. This was the church where I’d stood before everyone to profess my belief in Jesus and was baptized in water. 


One strong memory from the same time period was that of having an argument with my brother, and my dad taking me aside in our living room to pray and repent for my wrongdoing. I cried and cried and repented sincerely. All at once, I started speaking in another language, one that my father recognized as Arabic. I said in Arabic, “Jesus, I want to be in You.” I was so overcome with joy at my first few words in tongues that I ran around the house dancing. My mother’s friend showed up, and I remember running outside, dancing, and telling her my exciting news. Those were happy memories rooted in Milwaukee.


The people at West Layton Church were incredibly kind. They placed their hands on our shoulders and prayed for us, took up an offering to help with our journey, and made us feel like we were embarking on something sacred. Then they sang Hebrew songs that somehow bridged where we were going with where we’d been, melodies of hope.


Back at Pam and Bob’s that night, I lay in my borrowed bed, trying to sleep but unable to quiet my racing mind. Tomorrow, I’d be in an airplane, flying across an ocean toward a country I was born in but couldn’t remember. Tomorrow, everything familiar would disappear below the clouds.


I got up early the next morning. As we drove toward the airport, the sky opened up with the typical Midwest storm. I pressed my face to the glass, watching the rain. Little did I know, as I watched those drops race down the window, that I wouldn’t see rain like that for months to come. It seldom rains in Israel in the summer. This storm was Wisconsin’s farewell gift, a last taste of warm rain. The adventure was unfolding, but first, I had to say goodbye to the rain.    


✦ ◊ ✦



The hail hammered our car as we pulled into the Milwaukee airport parking lot. Each frozen pellet struck the windshield like tiny fists trying to keep us from leaving. Through the storm, the terminal building looked both welcoming and ominous, our gateway to everything unknown.


“This is it.” Dad’s voice was nearly drowned out by the drumming of ice on metal. I felt something electric shoot through my chest, equal parts terror and excitement crackling like lightning. As soon as we stopped, I was out of the car and running, my feet splashing through puddles as I helped grab suitcases and bags.


“Slow down!” Mom called, but I couldn’t slow down. I was frantic, checking and rechecking that we had everything.  That Snowflake’s carrier was secure, and every piece of luggage.


Our footsteps echoed on the polished floor as we made our way to the ticket counter, wheeling our life’s possessions behind us in suitcases and carriers. The woman behind the counter looked at our documents, frowned, looked again, then glanced up at us with an expression I’ll never forget.


“I’m sorry,” she said, “but you can’t go to Israel.”  The words almost knocked me off my feet. You can’t go to Israel. I felt tears spring to my eyes immediately, my thirteen-year-old world tilting dangerously. Why couldn’t we go? After everything, after giving away Dad’s books, after leaving Spooner forever, after saying all those goodbyes. Why couldn’t we go?


“It’s okay,” Mom said quickly, reaching for my hand, but her voice was tight with worry. The ticket agent made phone calls, consulted with supervisors, and shuffled through papers while we waited in agonizing limbo. Then someone mentioned calling the Israeli embassy, and suddenly there was hope again. 



While we waited for answers, Dad gathered us together. “We need to pray,” he said simply.  Right there in the middle of the busy airport, we formed a small circle and bowed our heads. The wait seemed to stretch on forever. Gate announcements echoed around us. Other families moved through the terminal with easy confidence, while we sat in our bubble of uncertainty. Eventually, a man approached Dad with news.


“Well,” he said, “you can go. But they might refuse you when you get there.” He paused, letting that sink in. “If that happens, you’ll have to catch the next plane back, and you can’t sue us for the trouble.”


Relief came so suddenly I forgot to breathe. We could go. Whatever might happen on the other end, at least we could go. The next hour was a whirlwind of activity. Snowflake disappeared into the cargo area, her carrier looking so small as it moved away on the conveyor belt. The electric keyboard followed, along with all our suitcases containing our compressed life.


Then we were hurrying toward the gate, and suddenly we were at that awful moment I’d been dreading: goodbye.  Six minutes.  That’s all they gave us to say goodbye to Grandma and Uncle David, the last family members we’d see for who knew how long.


On the plane, Tom got the window seat. I sat in the middle with Mom on my other side. We carefully placed my brother’s harp in the overhead compartment along with our carry-on bags, making sure everything was secure.  


Outside, the weather was worsening, not improving. As we lifted off, the plane was immediately caught in the storm’s fury. We rocked back and forth violently, climbing and dropping with sickening lurches that made my stomach revolt. The turbulence was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It felt like the sky itself was trying to shake us back down to earth.  I felt sick during the flight from all the stress. Through my misery, I could hear other passengers gasping and praying as the plane continued its wild dance through the storm. 


What I didn’t know, what none of us knew as we fought through that turbulent takeoff, was that Grandma was fighting her own battle with the storm down below. We would find out later what happened after we had left. Grandma, driving through that same terrible weather of sleet and rain, had to stop quickly at a toll booth. The semi-truck behind her couldn’t stop in time on the slick road and smashed right into her car. 


Thank God, Dad had given her extra money “in case something happens”, money that was supposed to be for a nice hotel or an emergency meal. Poor Grandma! While we were being tossed around in the sky above, she was dealing with her own crisis on the ground below, both of us experiencing different storms that seemed determined to mark our departure with chaos.


However, there was something else we discovered about this day, something that made all the crisis and confusion feel like part of a larger plan. We were leaving for Israel on Passover, one of the year’s biggest Jewish holidays. Mom had prayed that we’d return to Israel at the right time. Our departure coincided with the same day we’d left Israel many years ago. Here we were, flying toward the Holy Land on the very day that commemorated the Israelites’ exodus from a foreign land. 


Mom had wanted to wait until July to leave, but the tickets would’ve cost hundreds of dollars more. Instead, we were flying in April, on Passover, after about a month of frantic preparation. We were going home to a place I’d forgotten, on the day that celebrated going home.


✦ ◊ ✦



As our plane descended toward one of the world’s largest airports, the passengers rushed to disembark. “Stay put,” Mom said firmly, her hand on my arm. “Let them go first.” 


I fretted as I felt crucial minutes ticking away. We were already two hours late due to the storm and turbulence we’d experienced back in Wisconsin. Two hours that we didn’t have. When we gathered our things and made it off the plane, the reality of our situation hit us like a wall. We had forty minutes to get to the other side of this massive airport, forty minutes to catch our connecting flight to Paris, which would then take us to Israel. Forty minutes, and we were drowning in baggage. We shuffled and struggled through the Atlanta airport. Our family of four was trying to move as one person but failing miserably.


“We need to ask someone,” Dad said, stopping a man in an airline uniform. Wrong person. Completely wrong person. He sent us in the entirely wrong direction! By the time we realized our mistake, we’d lost valuable minutes backtracking through the maze of terminals. My thick Wisconsin coat was sticking to my skin in the Atlanta heat, and I could feel sweat running down my back as we hurried along moving walkways and around corners.


Finally, we reached a baggage checkpoint where harried-looking security guards were scanning bags and waving people through. “How much farther to Delta 4?” Mom asked breathlessly. 


“About a quarter mile,” one of them replied without looking up.  A quarter mile
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