
Homecoming
By Lizzie Boyle

“Mama, it’s cold. I don’t like it.”

“You’ll get used to it, Samuel. We should be grateful for this cold.”

—

It’s such a vast place, so grey, so green. When you come from a land that you have 
watched turn from green to gold, when you have seen the scratchy trees die and the 
sands encroach from all sides, you notice the colour most of all. Eli remembers the 
colours of Israel, the muted greens of the olive groves, the vivid citrus of orange and 
lemon plantations, the flashes of red and blue neon against the cool white buildings in 
the city. Those colours are gone now, the lights turned out, the plants dead like the land 
in which they were rooted. With the heat, more intense year after year, came the great 
and gradual marching of the sands to take all the colours away.

The journey has been long but, with planes and trains, it has been quick. The children 
thrived: Sarah the organised one, paperwork for all the family clutched in her hands, 
switching from Hebrew to English to Russian at each gateway of authority; David, 
staring excitedly out of windows, pointing out the changes in landscape, the rich blues 
of the seas, the dark masses of mountains and then, the great wonder, the green plains 
stretching out, rich, fertile, welcoming; Israel, new-born, named for their home, quiet, 
docile through all the mayhem.  Only Samuel struggled with the uncertainty and the 
unknown.

Eli and Rebecca Cohn have brought their family thousands of miles; they have brought 
them home.

—

It is a long walk from the last train station and, at dawn, there are no buses, no cars to 
take them. Tired now, they walk in a silence broken once in a while by a plea from 
Samuel or a burst of life from David as he picks out the cyrillic of the roadsigns. The 
road is straight, flat; the ground is expansive, reaching out on all sides, none of the 
contours or the character of Israel’s stony mountains. You breathe in the space, you 
walk and wonder how long you could go before you met a person, before you found 
another town. 

A bridge takes them over a narrow river and they stop, looking through its metal barriers 
at the water flowing below. It is a long time since they have watched a river flow. Water 
became so precious in the months before they left, but here it is in abundance. Rebecca 
feels an urge to rush down to the riverside, to scoop up the water, to take it away, to 
keep it safe. She has learnt of the temporariness of things; she has learnt what it is to 
lose control and to have to journey through the desert.

Just past the bridge, behind a stand of trees, is the house. It is square and squat, like a 
large shed, but it is well-maintained, newly painted, with curtains drawn across the 
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windows. Eli’s eyes brighten as he sees it. “This is the place, I think.” He pulls the dog-
eared papers from his pocket, checks the wording under the stamps and flags; amongst 
the papers, he finds the photograph. The photograph passed down to him from his 
grandfather; grandfather Eli as a child, with his parents, standing outside this very 
house, this Russian home.

“They have painted it for us.” Rebecca notices. “Such a thoughtful welcome.”

“This is it,” says Eli. “We have come home.”

Sarah, ever the advance party, has stepped up to the front door and is tugging at it. It 
does not shift. “It’s locked,” she calls. “Did they send you a key?” 

“Must be an oversight.” Eli strides up to the door, pushes and pulls before admitting that 
Sarah is right. “Stand back,” he instructs before putting his shoulder to the door and 
cracking it open with a heave. They stumble in to the kitchen darkness. “Find a light.” 

As the children fumble along the walls for a light switch, baby Israel wakes in his pram. 
With a great breath out and in, he starts to cry. Moments later, there is the sudden slam 
of a door and they find themselves staring at an old man waving a shotgun towards 
them.

“What do you want?” The old man shouts. The gun is shaking in his hand.

“This is our home and we have returned to it. Are you the caretaker?”

“What?” Behind the old man, a woman comes into view. They are small, rounded, 
hunched almost, braced against whatever the world brings them.

“This is our home. Our family lived here for many years, and now we have returned.” Eli 
smiles, reassuringly. Once this caretaker realises who he is, who the family are, he will 
understand, he will welcome them.

“Eva, call down to Yuri, and the police. These people are trying to break into our home.” 
The old woman scuttles away.

Eli continues, undaunted, caught in the legends of his ancestors. “Our family lived here 
for many years. We farmed the land, we looked after our neighbours. Our children were 
born here, our grandparents are buried here. As a boy, my grandfather lived here; he 
used to talk of an apple tree that grew just behind the house, of a fireplace big enough 
for a boy to hide in. My great grandparents were forced to leave and, in that departure 
and their journey, they made aliyah, the ascent to Israel. But they did not choose to 
leave and they never sold their land, this land. This house. Our home."

The shotgun is shaking even more in the old man’s hands. "Eva, where is Yuri? He will 
know what to do.”

Eva comes back into the kitchen, wedged behind her husband. "He is coming, 
Konstantin. I have sent one of the boys to fetch him.”
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"Why didn't you just call his cellphone? What is this, the past?”

"You know I don't like those things.”

"Progress will not kill you, Eva, though I am sometimes tempted.”

Rebecca coughs to regain their attention.

Konstantin stares at them, staring back. "Yes, yes. Whoever you are, I am sorry. This 
house may once have belonged to your family but now it is ours - we have been here 
more than thirty years. I came here to work at the power station, my brother came later 
to work the land. This house was provided for my work….” 

"Provided by someone who did not own it!” Eli interjects.

"That is not the point. If I find a dog which has been abandoned, and I take it in, feed it, 
care for it when no one else will, it becomes my dog. You cannot claim back what you 
left behind.” The old man is firm, reinforced by vigorous nodding from his wife.

"We did not leave through choice, your people sent us into exile.” Eli protests.

"And you were happy there?” 

"Oh yes,” Rebecca cannot help but answer, her memory carrying her back to years 
when the sun brought fruit, when the waters were rich, when they were settled.

"Rebecca, this is not helpful,” Eli scolds.

"So if you were happy there, why are you here? Why have you come all this way for 
ghosts?”

Figures appear in the doorway behind the children. A tall, bulky man - Yuri - has come, 
with two policemen. The policemen look confused, flustered; Yuri somewhere between 
angry and disbelieving. Why has he been disturbed so early?

“Yuri, thank God you are here.” Eva starts. “These people are saying that this is their 
house.”

Yuri approaches Eli. He holds out his hand. “Yuri Filipov.”

“Eli Cohn.” The two men shake hands. Now they can talk. Rebecca and the children 
shrink back towards one corner. Eva and her husband remain in their doorway, the 
shotgun lowered now.

“I see you have met my uncle Konstantin and my aunt Eva.”

“Yes, indeed.” Eli smiles and gestures. “This is my wife, Rebecca; my family.”
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“Good then. Now. What is happening here?”

And Eli starts his tale. 

—

Your uncle talks of ghosts, we carry our ghosts with us. My grandfather is a powerful 
ghost; he was a strong man, a determined man. When his parents brought him to Israel, 
he was just five years old. They had nothing. Everything they owned, everything they 
treasured was left behind here in this house when they were forced out.

He talked of it later, stories that he must have heard from his mother and father, my 
great-grandparents, stories that would have merged with those of other people who 
suffered the same way. He talked of the wars that washed through this country, the tides 
of troops passing first one way, then the other, victorious then dejected, hopeful then 
defeated. They were like a rock in the river, my family, stable and still as everything 
moved around them. But even a rock in the river will be changed in the end.

My grandfather talked of the day when the footsteps stopped outside their door. They 
had heard of this before; the footsteps and then the silence. They knew that this had 
been happening to Russian Jews for generations, that many had already gone. He said 
this taught them that they were nothing special, just today’s chosen people in a long 
history of todays.

The footsteps stopped outside the door and there was silence. Because they expected 
this, my grandparents had already packed some cases, their most important 
possessions: signs of their faith and practical things like blankets for the journey they 
knew was coming. The soldiers did not knock, they did not enquire; in they came, 
hunger and greed scratched on their faces. They took food first; then anything they saw 
of value. Only then did they start to destroy, to turn the house inside out and upside 
down, to throw and to break. My great-grandparents waited silently, allowing this all to 
swirl around them. My grandfather stood at their side. He said he remembered the 
heavy coats of the soldiers, their buttons long since sold or gambled away; he 
remembered their beards, straggled, for who had time to shave? He remembered one 
beardless face, not a soldier who had shaved but one too young to have started. One 
man spoke to them, told them it would be better if they just walked away. Do not stay to 
protest, he said, these soldiers are not made for argument, only violence.

My grandfather remembered this house like a photograph; he had kept in his memory 
the shapes of the rooms, the apple tree, the way the land stretched out around. He was 
told stories of the homeland, stories of Russia, for years after they reached Israel. His 
parents did not adapt, did not recover the same way that he did; he was a small boy, he 
had nothing to bring and nothing to leave behind. His parents came to exist only 
amongst their memories, never truly settling in their new land. It was always too hot for 
them, too bright; they did not trust the desert and its people. 

My grandfather was determined and strong; growing up in Israel he knew his lot would 
be to work hard, to build his wealth, to keep his own family safe. These became the 
tenets of our family: to be a Cohn was to work, to become wealthy, to protect. This is 
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how I was brought up.

I have protected my family against many things, Yuri. I have kept them safe from war, 
from crime. I have put a roof over their heads, food on their table. We have watched our 
children grow up in a home full of love, safe from whatever may happen outside our 
door. But I have not been able to protect them from this one thing. The changes we 
have seen, in our weather, in our land: this I have not been able to beat.

Everyone knew that it was getting warmer; the children learned at school, the 
newspapers told us over and again. We only had to stand outside on a summer 
afternoon to know that this year was warmer than the last, and warmer again than the 
one before. With the heat, came the drought. They warned us that there would be years 
when there would not be enough water. From time to time, once in every twenty years, 
they said. Then once in every ten, then five; but even as they said these things, it was 
happening every year. The summer heat, the lack of water - they hurt us, Yuri. My 
grandfather passed away, God rest him, in one such summer. 

They started to ration our water in the summertime three or four years ago, told us that 
some things we used to do we could not do any longer. The shipments of bottled water 
started but they could not keep up. We could not keep asking France or Italy for water 
when they were facing shortages of their own. A lack of water also meant a lack of food 
- we could not grow our own crops, our farms started to become barren. When the 
crops did survive, the storms that came in the winter washed them away, destroyed the 
soil. More of our food had to come from elsewhere, more expensive every time. Money 
for food, money for water, more money for energy to help us keep cool, more money for 
medicines as new diseases came.

So many changes, but it all felt so slow; we couldn’t see what was happening until we 
stepped back and remembered what it was like when we were young. All those tiny 
changes, day after day, built up into a life that was very different from what we expected. 

Two years ago, our government decided to act. If life could no longer be sustained in 
Israel, then we must seek out a new home for our people. We had heard that, as our 
nation had changed, so had others. The warming that had brought our land to dust had 
brought some nations to life. Great tales were told of the melting of the frosts in the 
north, in Russia, in Canada. I took my family’s documents to the ministry, showed them 
the photographs of my great grandparents here at this house, explained how they had 
been forced to leave. They took our information, told us to be ready, told us that they 
would call.

We waited for six months. We learned to speak Russian, even the little ones. Like my 
great-grandparents, we had packed our cases for the journey we knew was coming. We 
were ready, just waiting for our day to arrive. The ministry in Israel had to contact your 
government here, to generate the papers, to get our approvals. On the day that we 
heard, we came together as a family and prayed that God would look after us through 
our journey and bring us safely to our home. This he has done. We pray now that he will 
bring others like us safely to theirs.

—
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Yuri thinks for a moment. “Others?”

“Yes, there is a whole population to move. Nearly six million people to be spread across 
the globe, the nation of Israel cast like corn upon the lands of the world. Because we 
had our home here, we were among the first, but more will come. All those who came to 
Israel from Russia will have the right to return; our government has said so.”

“Your government may have said so, but ours does not seem to have mentioned it.”

“I am sure that if you contact the authorities, they will explain it to you. I am sure they 
have a plan for rehousing people who are squatting in other people’s homes.”

“Squatting? Did he accuse us of squatting?” The old man’s outburst is violent; his face 
reddens and he lifts the shotgun to aim again.

“Uncle, it is fine. It is all a mistake, I am sure. Let me deal with it.”

“Please, Yuri, please get these people out of our house,” Eva entreats.

Yuri thinks for a moment. He knows of the changes that are happening in the world; 
they had been happening here too. The lands had become more lush, more fertile; 
there were different plants growing here now, for longer in the year. Winters were not as 
harsh as when he was a boy; they were almost unrecognisable to Konstantin and Eva, 
brought up in worlds of snow, frozen lakes, bitter ice storms, cruel shortages. Now there 
was enough food to go around, enough to store, and plenty of fuel for burning. He had 
heard too of people coming to the east of the country, coming from China, drifting in 
through porous borders, settling on empty land. But this was the first he had heard of 
the Jews from Israel coming to claim a home.

He looks at the two policemen.  

“What do you have to say about all this?” He asks them. Blank faces stare back at him. 
“ Well?”

“I don’t know,” one of them splutters. “It hasn’t come up before. But if they have the 
papers saying that they own the house…..”

“You can’t mean that!” Yuri raises himself to his full height. Uncle Konstantin swings the 
barrel of the shotgun towards the policemen as Eva tries to coax him back to calmness.

“If they have the papers, then maybe…”

“Papers? Let’s take those papers and see.” Yuri gathers himself together. “Mr Cohn, 
would you come with me to the town? We shall see if we can resolve this.”

With a nod of assent, and a look of reassurance to his family, Eli follows Yuri from the 
house.
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—

Once they are gone, and Konstantin has trudged out to his shed to stew in his temper, 
Eva realises that it is up to her to help this new family, this scared family to feel 
comfortable. Smiling, she brings them to the table, finds some paper and crayons that 
her grandsons have left around, and watches as the little ones start to play together. 

Rebecca relaxes too, seeing her family settling. She has been wary of this journey and 
of the welcome they would receive; all through Eli’s initial conversation, all she could 
think was “let us go back, let us go back; whatever we face in Israel cannot be harder 
than this”. Now she starts to imagine that they could settle almost into a kibbutz: these 
new grandparents, their family, Eli, her own children, working the land, sharing the 
crops, earning a living from what they grow and maybe a nice little job in the town. What 
would be so wrong with that? The voyage had been Eli’s; perhaps the settling would be 
hers. 

Perhaps she could just talk to this Eva, this kind old lady, who already had affection in 
her eyes for the children; perhaps they could talk as women and agree how they might 
all come to live. And if they could forge a way, their husbands and their children would 
follow. Doesn’t the Talmud say “In the merit of the righteous women of that generation 
were the Israelites delivered from Egypt”? Perhaps this was the way it would be now. 
Perhaps as the world shifted, as great populations moved from home to home, perhaps 
it would be the women who would come to build the bridges, map the land, create the 
new way of the world.

Rebecca and Eva, quietly together, come to a silent understanding. Watching the 
children - noticing how Sarah makes sure that David and Samuel each take turns, how 
she keeps one eye on little Eli whilst still playing her part in the game - both women are 
already coming to a conclusion, a sense of a way of life that might, strange and 
unexpected as it is, come to work and come to bring happiness.

—

It is some two hours before the men return. They are talking rapidly, excitedly as they 
approach and the children stop their play in anticipation. Rebecca and Eva both stand; 
Konstantin is heard shuffling back towards the house, a hacking cough his warning bell. 
Yuri and Eli laugh as they come in to the kitchen, then stop a little shame-facedly as 
they see uncertain faces turned towards them.

“Well, Uncle Konstantin, Aunt Eva,” begins Yuri, “we have come to a solution!”

Rebecca and Eva share a look; there is an understanding between them and now there 
is also hope. Eli comes to Rebecca’s side, squeezes her hand, a good sign.

“Go on,” barks Konstantin. “Spit it out.”

“Well, first we checked with the district authorities; they did not know anything about 
anyone arriving from Israel. Not helpful. So we tried the region - they were much better. 
And they said that anyone who has papers for land or a house is entitled to reclaim 
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them, even if there are others working that land or living in that house.” Yuri folds his 
arms across his chest with a satisfied smile.

Konstantin splutters, coughs, finds it hard to say the words. “Why are you smiling, you 
idiot? You are throwing us out of our home with this talk!”

“Wait, Uncle, wait. It gets better!” Yuri comes to the kitchen table, sits beside his uncle, 
beckons his aunt to sit with them too. “Remember when you came here, Uncle, and my 
father too? Remember where you came from?”

“Of course I remember where I came from. I’m not an imbecile.”

Eva looks at Rebecca, a little embarrassed now, explaining: “We came here from 
Georgia. It was a difficult time and they did not want us there any more. Konstantin 
knew about the power stations and so they sent him here to work.”

“My father came soon after,” Yuri adds. “He was more of a troublemaker; that’s what we 
say in the family. He was mixed up in many things - some against the law, some beyond 
the imagination of the law. It was safer for him to run than to stay. He ran here. To 
family.”

“I used to miss Georgia so much,” Eva smiles. “We had an apartment then, in the centre 
of a much bigger town; we would go to the Black Sea in the summers. We always had 
trouble but for many years it happened around us, not to us. Things changed; we 
moved on. It is different now.”

Konstantin gives a small growl and narrows his eyes. 

“Listen,” Yuri goes on. “When you left Georgia, what happened?”

“You know what happened.” Konstantin huffs. “I came here, to work.”

“Yes, but what happened to your apartment?” Yuri persists.

Konstantin and Eva look at one another. Eva is the first to feel a glimmer of realisation. 
Her eyes start to glisten. “They took it from us!” she cries.

“That’s right. They took it from you.” Yuri confirms. “But you did not sell it; you didn’t sign 
it over. You know what that means?”

Konstantin is still behind. He shrugs and grunts.

“It’s still yours!”

“Ours?” Konstantin checks.

“Yes, yours! I’ve seen the paperwork that said it was your apartment. I’ve seen the 
papers.”
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“But what good is that? We haven’t lived there for thirty years.”

“But if you have the papers…”

Konstantin is still unsure.

“… Then you can claim the property!” Yuri resounds. “You can go back to Georgia, you 
and Aunt Eva, and go live in your old apartment! You have the papers, they cannot stop 
you!”

“Are you sure?” Eva comes to him and takes him by the hand. “We can go back to 
Georgia? They will let us?”

“We called them. You have the same rights as Eli and Rebecca, to go back to your 
home. They will let you in; in fact, they cannot turn you away.”

Eva smiles ruefully. “Do you know, I shall not be sad to leave this place. It has looked 
after us, but it was never our home.”

“Never our home?” Konstantin spits. “What of our family, our grandchildren, all our years 
here?”

“The world is small these days,” Eva goes on. “They will come to see us. We can take 
them to the sea; remember how it was to go to the sea? It will be better for them here 
with Yuri; they can visit us old people from time to time. We will not be so tired.”

“You have thought this all through, haven’t you? What of the journey? What of the 
money? What of the people who are living there now?”

Yuri smiles. “That’s the beauty of it. Everybody comes from somewhere. Everybody has 
somewhere they can go. Eli and Rebecca can come here. You and Eva can go to 
Georgia. The people in Georgia can go back to where they came from. Everyone has 
an old home, everyone has a new home.”

—

It takes them two days to prepare to leave. Two days in a crowded household, where 
they change from hosts to guests. Two days, counting back the years of their lives when 
perhaps they were not as happy as they thought, not as settled as they believed. Two 
days, before Yuri booked them onto a flight, drove them to the airport, made sure they 
knew where they were sitting, what to do when they landed, how to get to where they 
were going. 

And as they sit on the plane, ready to take off, they are thinking about Yuri’s words - 
everyone has an old home, everyone has a new home. And they know that somehow 
the way the world has changed - the way that the warming made Eli and Rebecca leave 
their country, the way it has given them the chance to go home to Georgia - the way that 
the world has changed has not been all bad.
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—

And when Rebecca goes to sleep at night, she wonders what life would have been like 
with those adopted grandparents, the old couple who had lived in this house for thirty 
years, but left in two days because there was paperwork. 

She thinks about how the children have settled, even Samuel who found it cold, and 
Sarah who was scared of the bigger children at her new school at first. And she thinks 
how Eli now has good work, teaching, and she has made some good friends, and that 
life overall is as good as it would have been if they were still in Israel and the world had 
not shifted beneath them. 

And she believes that the journeys that are made are God's journeys and the homes 
that are found are good homes, believes it to be true even when Eli tells her news of 
evictions and riots and a new wave of nomads walking the world. For hers has been a 
homecoming, a new aliyah, and all else is the will of God.
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