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E X P L O S I O N

Sunday, July 5

IINDEPENDENCE DAY WEEK END, 2020 WAS filled with sim ple
plea sures.
  July 4th was on a Sat ur day. Leah and I spent a quiet

Shabbos at home. That night, with the cool air wash ing over
us, we sat for a while in our back yard, look ing out across the
bay at the huge fire works show on Sandy Beach.

Sunday morn ing, Leah worked in the gar den. Then we
rode our bikes through the wind ing streets of the neigh bor -
hood. In the af ter noon shade, Leah read and I stud ied out -
doors, both sip ping cool lem on ade.

Hav ing some time ago quit my Wall Street ca reer, I was
en joy ing life as an au thor and speaker, writ ing books and
speak ing about our re li gious trans for ma tion. Peo ple were in -
ter ested; there was a huge re li gious re vival go ing on in the
Jew ish com mu nity. We were proud of our five chil dren and
our grand chil dren, all of them pro duc tive and happy. It was
amaz ing that such won der ful chil dren had come from us. Our 
life had mean ing and pur pose.
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It was late Sunday af ter noon, July 5th. The sun was sink -
ing to ward the ho ri zon as I sat in front of the com puter work -
ing on a new book. Leah was at her desk. I thought about the
rich ness of our lives and our many bless ings. The Pres i dent,
in his hol i day mes sage, had talked about the ide als of the
Found ing Fa thers: free thought, free speech and the right to
wor ship. Over the past fif teen years, our coun try — in fact, the 
en tire world — had strug gled with ter ror ism, sev eral wars, a
di vided elec tor ate and en vi ron men tal di sas ters, yet some how 
on this week end it all seemed so far in the past as Amer ica
basked hap pily in the warmth of its 244th birth day.

There was a time when I could n’t imag ine such con tent -
ment. Raised in af flu ent sur round ings on New York’s Up per
East Side, I was priv i leged to have ev ery ma te rial ad van tage
imag in able, in clud ing a fine ed u ca tion, cul tural en rich ments
and so phis ti cated pur suits. Still, as an ad o les cent and then as
a young man, I could n’t shake the feel ing that some thing cru -
cial was miss ing from my life. But then I had no idea what it
was.

By age thirty one, I had ex plored Bud dhism, Hin du ism and 
Ca thol i cism, along with folk mu sic, wil der ness hik ing and so -
cial ac tiv ism in an ef fort to find “it.” I was mar ried to a bril liant 
and gen er ous-hearted woman, and we had been blessed
with two daugh ters. I owned the lo cal weekly news pa per in a 
leafy Hud son Val ley town and life seemed full. Yet in side I
was empty and mis er a ble.

One day, a friend in vited me to a nearby syn a gogue to
hear a speech by Rebbetzin Es ther Jungreis, a rabbi’s wife
who had been widely de scribed as “the Jew ish an swer to
Billy Gra ham.” Al though born Jew ish, I had never even been
in a syn a gogue. But as I lis tened, it felt as if her words were
march ing straight into my heart.

Sud denly my wife and I knew what had been miss ing.
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We be gan to at tend classes and to gether we ea gerly em -
braced the To rah, the Five Books of Mo ses and its com men -
tary. Within months, we had com pletely changed our lives: I
sold my busi ness and we moved to a re li gious Jew ish neigh -
bor hood, en roll ing our daugh ters in a Jew ish re li gious school. 
Even our names changed. Linda be came Leah and Roy be -
came Yisroel.

Our lives had changed dra mat i cally. In Amer ica, no one
could pre vent us from re turn ing to the ways of our an ces tors.
That deep ened our ap pre ci a tion for In de pend ence Day.

The sun slipped be neath the ho ri zon and the world dark -
ened. As I switched on the desk lamp, Leah en tered the
room. An e-mail had ar rived from our daugh ter Tehilla in Is -
rael. We talked and laughed for a few min utes about the ex -
ploits of our grand chil dren.

Sud denly, the screen flick ered and faded to a sin gle dot
that slowly dis ap peared. The house went dark. Be fore I could
get up, the world out side the win dow turned white, so bright
that I had to turn away.

“Yisroel, What’s hap pen ing?”
I had no idea, no time to think, but my skin be came very

cold and a flash of fear shot through me like an elec tric
shock. The house shook vi o lently; a crys tal vase top pled from
a shelf, crash ing to the floor. Sud denly the air was punc tu ated 
with deep sounds. BOOM!! BOOM!! BOOM!!

For a long mo ment, we did n’t move or speak. Then we
groped our way through the dark ness, search ing for a flash -
light. We found the box that held our Shabbos can dles and a
sup ply of matches. I lit a can dle, stuff ing the matches and two 
ex tra can dles in my shirt pocket.

I reached for the phone. Dead.
We found the por ta ble ra dio. No sta tions were broad cast -

ing. There was only a faint, scratchy hiss.
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BOOM!! BOOM!!
Now the sounds were com ing from an other di rec tion. We 

walked to the win dow and looked to wards New York City.
Flick er ing light flashed off the clouds in the dark ened sky to -
ward Brook lyn and Staten Is land. We could hear far away
si rens. Peo ple were gath er ing in the street.

My in sides be gan to tighten up.

I’m at camp in Ver mont, ten years old. I’m word lessly pan -
ick ing. What fright ens me? The “bad lan guage” of the kids?
Their “cool ness” and my awk ward ness? I’m home sick. Is that
it? But when I get home I’m still home sick! Some thing must re -
ally be wrong with me!

My fear is be yond words, be yond ex pla na tion. I’m scared of 
tough kids, vi o lence, curs ing. I’m scared of suc cess ful kids. I’m
scared of drugs. I’m scared of peo ple who aren’t scared. I can’t
put my fin ger on it. It grips my stom ach, my mind. I’m afraid of
the dark, but why? It doesn’t mat ter why. Fear is be yond logic,
be yond un der stand ing. I’m just afraid! My mind is par a lyzed. A
lump forms in my throat. I try to swal low, but I can’t. 

That was then, but now I be lieve in G-d. I’m not sup posed
to be afraid any lon ger. But your ba sic per son al ity re mains
with you. What you were when you were a child, you are
when you’re an adult. Maybe you have dif fer ent weap ons
now, but you’re still in the same fight. I KNOW that G-d is in
charge, but I’m still afraid, the child hood panic seizes me. I
can’t con vince my self to be calm. The world is out of con trol,
and I’m out of con trol with it. There are no rules. The world is
fall ing apart, and I’m fall ing apart. I can’t deal with it!

9/11/01: white fear grips me. What is “white fear”? Some -
how the world goes white; all color is drained. I’m shiv er ing.
The world has be come cold. 
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I’m afraid of dy ing. I’m afraid of be ing hurt. I’m afraid of
see ing peo ple dy ing. I’m afraid of be ing alone. I’m afraid of my
world dis in te grat ing.

I try to fight the panic, but I don’t know how. 
Yisroel, con trol your self! Bring your mind un der con trol. 

Word lessly, Leah and I walked out side to ward Bentzi
Stein’s drive way. A group of peo ple stood there hud dled to -
gether, flash lights in hand. No one spoke. As we got closer,
we could hear an elec tronic crack ling. Bentzi was a mem ber
of the Hatzolah vol un teer res cue ser vice and had an emer -
gency ra dio. As we lis tened to the re ports, I felt my heart
pound ing.

“....mul ti ple ex plo sions in the New York area. Bridges, tun -
nels, power plants, po lice sta tions and mil i tary fa cil i ties have
been hit. We have re ports, not yet con firmed, of ex plo sions in 
other cit ies....bil low ing smoke and flames re ported at Grand
Cen tral and Pat rick Moynihan Sta tions. We’ve just heard, and
this is not con firmed, that some of these ex plo sions may be
nu clear. Re peat, we have un con firmed re ports that there may 
have been a num ber of nu clear ex plo sions.”

Mrs. Kasman, a widow who lived across the street from
us, screamed and be gan to cry. Leah put her arm around her
and whis pered some thing. The ra dio now be gan to crackle
loudly; we could hardly un der stand the words.

“....traf fic lights are in op er a tive and there is near to tal grid -
lock through out Brook lyn, Queens and Long Is land. Our gen -
er a tor is fad ing; we may not be able to broad cast much
lon ger....CRACKLE…. Good luck and may G-d...”

There was a fi nal, muf fled crackle from the ra dio. For a
mo ment, all of us stood to gether, mo tion less. No one spoke.
The si lence was thick and sti fling. 

Sud denly, a light burst be hind us, high in the sky to the
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west. It was so bright that we in stinc tively shut our eyes tight
as the world sud denly went white. 

An in stant later, a shock wave hit us like a bat ter ing ram.
There was scream ing and moan ing and quiet sob bing all
around me. Parts of the ra dio were scat tered ev ery where. I
pulled my self up and looked for Leah, who was across the
street, strug gling to her feet. We were both a lit tle dizzy and
bruised but alive. I am sure that, had we been much closer to
the light burst, all of us would have been dead.

Al though I did n’t un der stand how it worked, I had read
once that an elec tro mag netic bomb det o nated high above the 
earth’s sur face could de stroy com mu ni ca tions for thou sands
of miles. I was sure that the at tacks had been de signed to do
just that. There was ev ery in di ca tion that the ter ror ists were
try ing to wreck the emer gency com mu ni ca tion sys tem. With
no tele phones, no elec tric ity, no ra dio and no elec tronic com -
mu ni ca tions, Amer ica’s mil i tary and ci vil ian de fense sys tems
would be crip pled.

“Leah, are you all right?”
“I think so, but...where is Mrs. Kasman?” Be fore I could re -

ply, Mrs. Kasman walked by us slowly, grip ping Bentzi’s arm
tightly. Leah smiled with re lief, then im me di ately started
cough ing and cov er ing her mouth. Soon I knew why. Dust
and grit swirled around us and flew into our noses and
mouths; some thing me tal lic left a burn ing sen sa tion in my
throat.

Joey and Dina Stein, Larry Kantor, and Harry and Beverly
Klaus were stand ing on the street with us. We were all in a
daze. Bentzi came back from Mrs. Kasman’s house, his foot -
steps kind of shaky. 

We all just stood there. No one said any thing for a while. 
Then Larry Kantor said, “Those Mos lems. It’s un be liev -

able. We’ve all known this was com ing. We’re the stu pid
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ones! We all knew that those liv ery driv ers, those candy store
own ers, the news pa per ki osk guys, we all knew who they
were. They were all just wait ing and plan ning and plan ning
and wait ing. And then they be came doc tors and pro fes sors
and real es tate agents. They were ‘just like us.’ They were typ -
i cal Amer i cans, even mem bers of Con gress, ex cept they took
their oath of of fice on a Ko ran in stead of a Bi ble. Just like us.

“I re mem ber the sci ence fic tion story our coun selor told
us in camp around forty years ago. I was just a lit tle kid, but I
am still scared from that story! He told it to us at bed time and
I did n’t sleep at all that night, or the next… or the next. The
Mar tians were in vad ing earth, and the scary thing was that
they looked just like hu mans. There was only one way to tell
that they were Mar tians: they had a third eye in the back of
their head!

“There was only one per son on earth who knew the se -
cret, and he was rac ing around to alert the world. He got to
the FBI and then the CIA and then the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
and they were be gin ning to be lieve him. They had to mo bi lize 
the en tire se cu rity ap pa ra tus. But they needed the ap proval of 
the Pres i dent. So fi nally he gets to the White House. Af ter
elab o rate se cu rity checks he’s ad mit ted to the Oval Of fice.
The Pres i dent walks in. 

“‘Mr. Pres i dent,’ he be gins, ‘I want to tell you about this in -
cred i ble threat to the se cu rity of the United States.’ He pro -
ceeds to de scribe the en tire sit u a tion. The Pres i dent lis tens
with rapt at ten tion. 

“‘If this is true,’ the Pres i dent says, ‘the Na tion owes you a
huge debt of grat i tude. I’m go ing to call my Chief of Staff into
the Oval Of fice.’

“The Pres i dent swiv els around in his chair to reach for the 
yel low phone, and that’s when the vis i tor sees the third eye in 
the back of the Pres i dent’s head!”
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Larry looked at us. 
“That’s what’s go ing on here. They’re all around. We let

them take over, and now they are de stroy ing Amer ica.
They’re de stroy ing the great est na tion in the his tory of the
world, and, by the way, the kind est to the Jews! Lis ten, bib li -
cally, Ishmael, the fa ther of the Arabs, is called “pe’re adam,”
a wild-man, and that’s their na ture. And now they’re run ning
the world! G-d Al mighty! How will we sur vive?”

Beverly Klaus was shift ing back and forth on her feet. 
“Larry, you know we love you. We’ve been your neigh -

bors for twenty five years, but you’re a bigot! I can’t stand your 
pol i tics! You’re re ally a bigot! The Mos lems are no dif fer ent
from the Chi nese or the Irish or any other group. Dr. Chen,
who lives over there, is a ra di ol o gist. Dr. Ibn Kalil is my ra di ol -
o gist, and he hap pens to be a lovely man. What’s the dif fer -
ence? Stop be ing such a hate ful right winger! You don’t know
who did this, and the fact is that, if it’s Mos lems or Ira ni ans or
Arabs or what ever you want to call them, you know per fectly
well that the cra zies, the ter ror ists are not the ma jor ity, and
they don’t rep re sent the typ i cal Mos lem or his re li gious view -
point. To say that Mos lems are by na ture ter ror ists is like say -
ing black peo ple are by na ture thieves. It’s not fair and it’s not
true. You don’t know what hap pened and you don’t know
who did it.”

Bentzi was lis ten ing qui etly.
“Lis ten guys,” he said, “I don’t think we have the lux ury to

stand here and de bate this right now. We’d better con cen -
trate on sav ing our selves, whether that means try ing to flee
Long Is land or bat ten ing down in our base ments. But I’ll just
tell you both one thing, and I’ve stud ied this a lit tle. The Ko ran 
is full of ha tred, not just against Jews but against Chris tians
and any one they call a ‘Kafir’ or in fi del. The Ko ran preaches
that Is lam is the only re li gion and that the duty of a good Mos -
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lem is to fight what they call ‘idol a try’ un til there is noth ing left 
in the world but Mos lems. Pe riod. So no one should be sur -
prised at a Mos lem at tempt to take over Amer ica and the
world. It’s all there for any one who wants to see it.

“But now, let’s try to save our selves. We’re pil ing ev ery -
one in the boat and head ing for New Jer sey. I would love to
take you, but we don’t have an inch of room. May G-d watch
over you and all of us, and may we all meet in peace soon
again. I hope it will be in Is rael. But for now, any where there
is peace will be a wel come sight. 

“Good luck to you, neigh bors! May G-d watch over all of
us!”

Bentzi turned around and walked quickly to his house.
The rest of us had lit tle ap pe tite for words. We shook

hands and ex changed bless ings. Leah and I walked slowly to -
ward our house. We were both grop ing for a way to deal with 
this ra tio nally. 

“Yisroel, now that we’ve heard ev ery one else’s opin ion,
what do you think is hap pen ing?”

“I think we know, Leah. We’ve been ex pect ing this for
years.” 

She gave me a se ri ous, straight look. No ex pres sion; we
just looked at each other. 

We had known this was com ing. Later on, of course, the
world found out that the events of July 5, 2020 made 9/11 look 
like child’s play. The ter ror ists did n’t have huge atomic or nu -
clear weap ons. In stead, they had det o nated hun dreds, maybe 
thou sands, of small, pow er ful tac ti cal nu clear de vices al most
si mul ta neously at tar gets across the coun try. 

The events of July 5 were the work of skilled and pa tient
zeal ots, dis ci plined sol diers who had lived in the U.S. for
years. Pos ing as or di nary ci vil ians who shopped at the su per -
mar ket, drove Amer i can cars and tended their lawns, they

Explosion 11



acted just like their neigh bors. Or ga nized into in di vid ual cells,
each cell with a sin gle mis sion, they had re hearsed for more
than a de cade, trav el ing each year to mock fa cil i ties set up in
places like Azerbaijan, Bosnia, Tajikistan and the Si nai Pen in -
sula. When asked, they would say that the trips were re li gious 
pil grim ages. 

Some where high over the mid dle of the U.S. they had
man aged to set off a pow er ful elec tro mag netic ex plo sion.
This knocked out ra dio trans mis sions through out the en tire
coun try, vir tu ally par a lyz ing po lice and mil i tary com mu ni ca -
tion, and en abling small groups of in sur gents to iso late and at -
tack key gov ern ment fa cil i ties, mil i tary posts, util i ties and
trans por ta tion sys tems, pretty much shut ting down the fed eral 
and lo cal gov ern ments.

Be fore 9/11, Amer ica had felt it self to be a for tress, strong
and safe from its en e mies. We knew there were pow er ful
gov ern ment agen cies, some more se cret than oth ers, that
dealt with in tel li gence and coun ter-in tel li gence. We did n’t re -
ally worry about these things un til the day that the Twin Tow -
ers came down.

In the glow of hind sight, it was clear that a lot had been
missed. It’s like the world un der a rock. One walks by the
rock ev ery day, but who thinks about look ing un der neath?
When you lift it, you are al ways sur prised to find that ev ery -
thing un der there is mov ing! It’s ugly. Maybe that’s why most
of us don’t look un der rocks! 

Leah and I used to talk about the changes in our ev ery day
lives af ter 9/11. We un der stood why we had to go through air -
port searches, walk around bar ri cades and show photo ID to
se cu rity guards. But was it enough? Some peo ple thought
there was too much check ing and screen ing, that 9/11 could
never hap pen again. Amer ica may have been caught un pre -
pared once, but it could n’t hap pen twice.
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Still, I won dered why only trucks were searched at the
tun nels. Could n’t a car trunk carry a pow er ful bomb? Of
course, the an swer was sim ple. Check ing ev ery car would
have brought Amer ica to a halt. We would n’t have tol er ated
it. An ex tra hour at the air port per haps, but ev ery day?

As it turned out, the tun nels were easy to de stroy. It took
only four cars for four tun nels. The bridges were not as easy.
Six months ear lier, a new firm had sub mit ted the low est bid
on a bridge main te nance con tract to the New York De part -
ment of Trans por ta tion. Weeks later, ex plo sive charges were
hid den in ser vice chan nels within the spans. On July 5,
two-man sui cide subs packed with ex plo sives struck the sus -
pen sion tow ers, ram ming the bases and blow ing them selves
up, weak en ing the struc tures. In a mat ter of min utes sev eral
huge and vi tal bridges top pled into the wa ters. First the
Brook lyn Bridge, then the 59th Street, Hell’s Gate and
MetroNorth bridges, even the mighty George Wash ing ton. The 
Williamsburg, the Manhattan, and the main span of the
Triborough were not so easy and the de struc tion was in com -
plete. Nev er the less, within a few min utes Manhattan was ba -
si cally iso lated.

Of course, in some ways we had made it easy for them.
We had cre ated a so ci ety that was de pend ent on com put ers.
The same com put ers that made it pos si ble to buy movie tick -
ets on line, or der gro cer ies, bal ance one’s check ing ac count
and talk with strang ers, also con trolled traf fic lights, elec tric -
ity, el e va tors, tele phones, air ports, wa ter and gas o line pumps. 
Even the po lice and fire de part ments were crip pled with out
com put ers. All sys tems were par a lyzed in less than five min -
utes. 

As Leah and I re en tered our home that eve ning, there was 
much we did n’t un der stand. But we knew one thing: ev ery -
one was on his own. With out com mu ni ca tions, there would
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be no po lice, no mil i tary struc tures…no gov ern ment at all.
When Amer ica re al ized this, there would be chaos. 

How would we func tion? When Hur ri cane Ka trina had
sub merged New Or leans back in 2005, the af ter math was
more fright en ing than the storm it self. The po lice sim ply dis -
ap peared. The most pow er ful mil i tary force in the world went 
AWOL. Armed gangs looted and ter ror ized. And that had
been when Amer ica was fully op er a tional, long be fore 2020.

As Leah and I walked into our house, we could hear wail -
ing and weep ing in the dark ness. Then the sound of an ag o -
nized, des per ate voice, “What am I sup posed to do?” 

No one an swered.
Once in side the house, I closed the door and took a deep

breath. Al ready my eyes were get ting used to the dark ness,
and when Leah drew back the drapes, there was just enough
light from the moon to see each other.

I was fight ing panic. It would rise up, and then I would try
to push it back down. It was an in ter nal as well as an ex ter nal 
war. The in ter nal war was to re main sane. 

We knew we had to get out. In tu itively, I knew this was a
well-planned at tack, the prod uct of years of prep a ra tion. I as -
sumed it was n’t con fined to the Met ro pol i tan Area, nor even
to the United States, but rather that it was part of an at tempt
to es tab lish world wide Mos lem su prem acy. Af ter all, the Mos -
lem pop u la tion had been grow ing on a spec tac u lar ba sis,
most no tice ably in Eu rope, but also in the U. S. We had seen
it com ing; all you had to do was look. Any one could un der -
stand who had the cour age to see and to think, 

So how would we deal with it? We had to be able to run
to some place where we could sur vive un til the cat a clysm
passed. Here on Long Is land, con nected to the main land only
by crowded, frag ile bridges and tun nels, we were es pe cially
vul ner a ble. Long Is land had never felt like an is land be cause
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we had never been at tacked be fore, but sud denly we were
trapped. We had to get off the Is land. 

But where would we go? 
And what about our chil dren? We had to find them, or at

least try, and they were in New Jer sey. So it was clear where
we were headed.

There was one small prob lem: how to get there!
Amidst my men tal pa ral y sis, I was do ing things. I was

mov ing like a ro bot. Some one else, it seemed, was grab bing
and or ga niz ing ne ces si ties. It was n’t I, but I was do ing it. I felt
like an ac tor in an epic film, act ing out our life against the
back drop of a crum bling civ i li za tion. 

I looked at Leah. I saw her as she had looked when we
first met in high school, two teen ag ers on the thresh old of life. 
Then it was our wed ding day. She was never com mon. She
saw be yond the sham. She looked into the dis tance. 

She is a no ble per son, I thought to my self. 
Rum bling in the dis tance snapped me back to the pres -

ent. 
“Leah, how will we sur vive?” 
“We will sur vive, Yisroel. G-d will save us. You will see.”
I did n’t know why, but I be lieved her. 
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