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P R O L O G U E

The Eyes

A few months after the slaughter on October 7, 2023, I invited ZAKA

volunteers to one of the resilience workshops I was leading. I knew none

of them. None of them knew me. As I walked among them, I tried to

remember their names and put faces to the stories I had carried with me

from Shura military base, where the dead of October 7 were identified.

hen he stopped in front of me. Suddenly, without a word passing

between us, we both began to cry. It took me a moment to place him.

It was Ari Miller. We had first met at Shura, in the identification tent, when

we accompanied the family of Shahar Gindi, may her memory be a blessing.

There too, when it came time to say a last goodbye to her, we stood side by

side and cried. Seeing him brought that moment back at once. Again, it was

our eyes that connected us, as they had that day. There we stood. He, a

member of the Belz Hasidic community from Beit Shemesh, a father of

six. I, a secular psychologist who never imagined that one of the deepest

encounters of my life would be with someone from a world so unlike

my own.

Had someone told me, a week before October 7, that we would one day

stand face to face like that and cry without a word, I would have smiled

politely. A beautiful story, I would have thought. But unlikely. Since then, I

have learned how little life cares about what we think is likely.

On my way home, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. How did I even

recognize him? I didn’t remember his face, his beard, or his voice. Then it

came to me: I remembered his eyes.
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At Shura, we hardly looked at faces⁠—or even at bodies. We looked into

the eyes. With the dead all around us, they seemed to me the only place

where we could still meet the soul. The person.

They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. Seeing Ari again, I

understood what they meant. In those days, inside the tents, when our

hearts could no longer bear what our eyes had seen, we learned to look

differently: at what remained as well as at what had been broken.

I remember another moment from Shura clearly.

After several days of working shifts at the base, I began to notice a

pattern. Nearly every body I accompanied bore the signs of an execution:

the killers had made certain each one was dead. Was it a coincidence? Or

had most of the dead arrived that way? I asked one of the commanders

there. He confirmed that most of them had.

I will never forget that moment. I was stunned by a cruelty that at the

time seemed beyond the bounds of humanity. Memories of the pogroms

recorded in my people’s history rose up in me⁠—Auschwitz, the Holocaust,

account after account of Jews murdered and slaughtered simply because

they were Jews. Until then, history had been a story handed down from one

generation to the next. It was no longer only the past. It stood before me,

here and now. The signs I had seen on so many of the bodies, showing that

the killers had finished each one off, brought home to me how deliberate

their intent was. They meant not only to kill, but to leave a mark on our

collective memory for generations. In time, I came to understand anew the

two commandments about Amalek: “Remember what Amalek did to you”

and “Blot out the memory of Amalek” (Deuteronomy 25:17⁠–⁠19). We must

remember, but we must not let the wounds evil has left in us define who we

become or shape the emotional legacy we pass on.

And amid the shock, a calling began to take root in me: none of this

must be in vain. If these memories were entrusted to me, then it was my

duty to bear witness⁠—to tell the story of how my people were cruelly
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murdered, and to give voice to those who could no longer speak for

themselves. The terrible suffering I saw in the faces of the dead tore at me, as

did the screams of grief I heard in the identification tents. I felt compelled

to do everything I could for our people, if only so that we might be worthy

of those we lost.

In time, I began to see the threads running through these stories: my

grandfather, the sole survivor of his family in Greece after the Holocaust;

the silences he carried; his sister, Rosa; the cancer patients I had

accompanied; the families; Shahar Gindi’s sister, who asked to see only

Shahar’s nails, painted with the pink polish she had put on them for her;

and Ari. I came to understand that these stories were connected. They

spoke to one another, and they spoke to me.

I don’t know whether the Lens of the Spirit was born in that moment.

But I do know that meeting ZAKA volunteers deepened my ability to listen

to what had not yet found words. It also showed me how much we needed a

place and tools to hold everything that still had to be said.

Only afterward did I understand that Ari’s eyes were more than a

memory from Shura. They left me with a question that has followed me

ever since: What remains of a person after all they have seen? And what

allows them, after all they have seen, to go on seeing life, too?

This book grew out of an attempt to find answers.

From when?

Me’eimatai*⁠—“From when?”⁠—is the first word of the Babylonian Talmud. Perhaps it is also the

question that opens this book: At what point does a person’s way of telling their life story change?

For me, the answer begins with a sentence in a WhatsApp message: “I’m

waiting to be assigned to accompany the families of those killed.”
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On the Way to Shura

Some days we remember every detail. Others leave us with only a handful of

moments. The day Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated in 1995.

The day the Twin Towers fell. October 7 joined them.

Even now, when I try to piece it together, the day does not come back in

order. It comes in flashes. A phone. A siren. A screen. A WhatsApp

message. A song playing in the car. A gate. And a whole world split in two.

On the morning of October 7, around eleven, my close friend Efrat

called. I had known that voice for years. But that morning I heard

something in it I had never heard before. She didn’t sound like herself. “Ilay

isn’t answering.”

I’d seen him just a few days earlier, during Chol HaMoed Sukkot, the

intermediate days of the holiday. He was on leave, and we ran into each

other just before he went back to base to start his new assignment. He was

on his way to a party. I stood up to greet him and said with a smile,

“Ilaychuk… you look so handsome. Enjoy the party. And good luck in your

new role.” It lasted only a few seconds⁠—the kind of moment you don’t

think to hold on to. I never imagined it would be the last time I spoke to

him. Even after Efrat’s call, that thought still hadn’t crossed my mind. We

thought maybe he had no reception. Maybe his phone was off. Maybe he’d

be back soon. We wanted to believe he would call at any minute, that there

had to be an explanation.

But as the hours wore on, the possible explanations dwindled.

Meanwhile, the images began to come in. At first, we struggled to make

sense of what we were seeing. Soon we could no longer look away. Families

shut in their safe rooms cried out for help, and we heard them live. People

whispered into their phones so the terrorists wouldn’t hear them. They

begged for someone to come. An entire country sat staring at its screens. We

saw it all. And we could do nothing.
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I remember my body refusing to believe my own eyes and ears. I knew

only one thing: I had to do something. I couldn’t stay where I was, not

while so many people needed help. My first thought was to contact Gabi

Peretz, the former chief psychologist of the Ministry of Health. I had no

doubt he would be part of whatever support system was being set up to

help people through this. At  8:42 p.m., I sent him a message: “Gabi,

how are you? If there’s anything I can help with, let me know.” I didn’t

know what I was expecting. I imagined answering calls from people

seeking support.

I could put together a list of psychologists who would surely want to

volunteer, remotely or in person. I ran through all the ways we could help as

professionals. Later that night, he replied, “I’m waiting to be assigned to

accompany the families of those killed.” Only later would I understand that

a path was beginning to open before me. It would lead me to Shura. I don’t

remember hesitating. I remember only my fingers typing. First I wrote, “I

want to help.” Then I added, “Can I join you?” Only after I sent it did I

stop to think. I wasn’t working for the Ministry of Health then. I hadn’t

been called up, and my three daughters were at home. My request made no

sense. I was certain he would say no. Instead, he answered, “They’ll arrange

a shift for you.” Then he added, “This is going to last a long time.”

He later wrote that my first shift would begin the next night at

midnight. Then it all felt real. I set my phone aside. It was almost three in

the morning.

I told my mother I was going to my first shift that night. She gave me a

look I will never forget. “Vered,” she said quietly, “how will you bear it?

How can you look at those things? And what about the girls?” I looked at

her. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know if I could bear it. I didn’t even

know what Shura military base was.

I told her only one thing: “I just have to go.”


