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The first thing I remember about that morning is not the headline. I remember the air. 

Florida can be bright in a way that feels almost cruel.​

The sky looks clean. The light looks forgiving.​

And still the heat rises from the parking lot and the air presses back.​

Palm fronds sway like nothing is urgent.​

The world keeps its posture. It holds its face steady.​

It pretends it has not heard anything. 

The moment I stepped inside, the air conditioning hit my skin like a slap, cold and artificial, raising 

goosebumps on arms that were still warm from the sun. The smell of sunscreen and sweat followed 

people in through the doors, mixing with disinfectant and cafeteria grease, as if the building was 

trying to erase the outside world and failing. 

My high school was loud in the way all high schools are loud. Lockers slammed. Sneakers dragged 

against tile. Someone shouted a name down the hallway and the sound ricocheted, as if the building 

itself wanted to keep everything bouncing and moving so no one had to stop. The cafeteria smelled 

like fried food and citrus cleaner, a smell that always made me think of routines. 

Eat. Talk. Laugh. Move on. 

I walked through it holding my phone like it was fragile, like it was a small animal that might bite. 



I remember my screen lighting up again and again.​

I remember my thumb scrolling without meaning to, as if my hand had a separate mind.​

I remember the hallway feeling farther away, like the world shifted a half inch and no one bothered 

to announce it. 

It felt hazy.​

Not foggy in the weather sense. Foggy in the mind sense.​

Like the day could not decide whether to be sharp or blurred. 

October 7th had already become a date people were calling historic, violent, and world-changing. I 

have always known hate exists. You do not grow up Jewish and assume the world is harmless. You 

do not grow up around immigrants and assume institutions are always kind. Still, there are 

moments that do not teach you something new so much as force you to feel something old. 

That was one of those moments. 

In class, we did class. Teachers taught. People asked about homework.​

The world kept its posture.​

Someone laughed too loudly and then paused, as if laughter became a moral risk. In the hallway, the 

news floated in fragments, a sentence here, a shrug there. There was a tone I could not stand. Not 

anger. Not grief. Distance. The kind of distance that turns violence into weather, unfortunate, far 

away, not asking anything of you. 



At lunch, a friend asked if I was okay. The question was kind. It was also a crossroads I did not 

know how to cross in public. 

I could have said yes and made it easy.​

I could have said no and made it real.​

I could have said something true and let the air change. 

I watched myself choose the smallest answer available. 

I said I was fine. 

It is a small sentence. It fits in your mouth like a mint. It dissolves quickly. It keeps things moving. 

It keeps other people comfortable. It makes you easy to be around. 

But it also makes you disappear. 

That day I learned something I did not want to learn. Silence is not always the absence of sound. 

Sometimes it is an agreement. Sometimes it is a choreography that forms in real time, where 

everyone knows what not to say and performs that knowledge with their bodies. You lower your 

voice. You change the subject. You glance at your phone and then lock it. You keep eating. You keep 

walking. You keep living as if nothing is happening, not because nothing is happening, but because 

acknowledging it would require something of you. 

Once you notice that kind of quiet, you cannot unnotice it. 

And once you see silence as an ethical choice, you have to ask what kind of choice it is. 



Is silence compassion, a way of protecting dignity, a way of refusing to turn pain into spectacle in a 

cafeteria?​

Is silence complicity, a way of keeping the world comfortable for those who are not being targeted, 

while leaving the targeted to carry everything alone? 

I have spent years living inside both kinds of silence. 

There is a kind of quiet that protects. Not the quiet of indifference, but the quiet of care. I 

remember watching someone come home late with hands worn down by work, moving through a 

kitchen without turning on every light. No explanation, no story, no performance. Just an avocado 

split with a fork, green pressed into tired palms like a small repair before morning. Then the house 

softened in small ways. Someone laughed. Someone exhaled. The night became livable again. 

That was one of the first times I understood that silence can be love. Silence can be dignity. Silence 

can be a way of holding pain without handing it to strangers. 

But I have also learned that silence has another face. 

In immigrant communities, silence is often taught as love and survival at the same time. There are 

topics you lower your voice for. There are questions you do not ask in public. There are stories you 

keep inside the house. Not because the truth is shameful, but because the world can be careless with 

it. People learn to protect what they have built by becoming smaller than they should have to be. 



Fear teaches people to become small. It teaches you to keep your head down. It teaches you that 

being noticed is dangerous. Over time, that kind of quiet can start to feel normal, like background 

noise you stop hearing until something makes it loud again. 

That morning at school, the silence was not the protective silence of home. It was a different quiet. 

It was the quiet of people who were not afraid. It was the quiet of people who could afford 

distance. It was the quiet of people who could decide not to care and still feel safe. 

That quiet did not protect dignity. It protected comfort. 

And when silence protects comfort more than it protects the vulnerable, it becomes complicity. 

Complicity is a harsh word. It sounds like villainy. It sounds like intention. Most people do not 

imagine themselves as complicit. Most people imagine complicity looks like hatred. 

Sometimes complicity looks like a cafeteria table and a polite question and a small answer. 

I said I was fine. 

I did not say it because I did not care. I said it because I knew that speaking would change the air 

around me. It would make the room awkward. It would make other people uncomfortable. It 

would make me visible in a way I did not want to be in that moment. 

But I look back on that answer and I feel the weight of what it did. 



It made my friend’s life easier.​

It made my life lonelier. 

This is the question I keep returning to when I think about conscience. 

When silence becomes complicit, what is your moral responsibility? 

At first, I thought responsibility meant always speaking. I thought conscience was loud. I thought 

courage was volume. I thought doing the right thing meant saying the perfect words in public, 

making sure everyone knew where I stood. 

Then I grew up. 

Immigrant life teaches you that speech is never cost-free, and the costs are not paid evenly. The 

question is not only whether to speak. The question is who pays for your speech, and who pays for 

your silence. 

Sometimes the world needs silence to heal. Some losses are too sacred for commentary. Some pain is 

too tender to be turned into a public lesson. Silence can be reverence. Silence can be restraint. 

But there is another kind of silence, and it is not reverent. It is evasive. It is the quiet that descends 

when speaking would require effort, the effort of empathy, the effort of discomfort, the effort of 

admitting that harm is real. It is the silence that says, without saying, I do not want to deal with 

this. 

That silence is not compassion. It is convenience. 



And when silence is convenience, it becomes a tool of injustice, because injustice thrives when 

people refuse to name it. 

Elie Wiesel said that neutrality helps the oppressor and that silence encourages the tormentor 

(Wiesel). His point is not that everyone must speak all the time. His point is that silence has a 

direction. Silence aligns you, whether you intend it to or not. 

Jewish tradition refuses moral simplicity in another way. In Leviticus there is a warning against 

destructive speech, and also a command not to stand idly by when your neighbor is at stake 

(Leviticus 19.16). The pairing matters to me. It says words have consequences, and so does refusing 

to speak. It says there are times when silence is restraint, and times when silence is betrayal. It says 

speech can injure, and speech can rescue. 

Silence is not only a private habit. Silence is also a social structure. It is reinforced. It is rewarded. It 

is taught. 

It is also produced by institutions. 

Institutions are often silent in a way that feels clean. They speak through procedure. They speak 

through forms. They speak through rules that sound neutral because they are printed and official. 

That kind of silence hides behind the phrase “that’s the process.”​

The world keeps its posture best on paper. It turns human panic into procedure. It turns fear into a 

case number. It tells people to wait. 



I have watched language barriers create a quiet that is not peaceful, but suffocating. When you 

cannot find the right words, you learn to nod. When you cannot read the letter, you learn to hope. 

When you do not trust the institution, you learn to disappear. 

There is also a silence that lives inside budgets. People say budgets are neutral. They are not. 

Funding decides whose pain gets attention. Partnerships decide which communities get named and 

which get treated like an afterthought. Silence can be built into spreadsheets. The absence of a line 

item can be the absence of a lifeline. 

This is how silence can betray dignity. 

Silence betrays dignity when it erases reality.​

Silence betrays dignity when it makes suffering lonely.​

Silence betrays dignity when it lets bystanders keep moving as if nothing is happening. 

That is what I felt at school after the events of October 7th. The world kept moving. The hallway 

kept echoing with laughter. A violence that should have shaken something in the air around us 

became a thing we did not talk about, and the quiet told me something. It told me that some kinds 

of suffering are easy to leave unacknowledged. It told me the world can learn to be silent around 

harm, and that silence can become its own form of harm. 

I did not respond perfectly. I said I was fine. I let the moment pass. 

But that moment did not pass through me. 



In the months after, I kept returning to the places where silence lives in my life. 

A kitchen table.​

A phone call. A holiday. 

I am a Sephardic Jew, with an immigrant Mexican mother and a Sephardi-Moroccan father. In my 

home, culture is not something we perform. It is something we eat. It is something that smells like 

oil and cinnamon and the burn of a too-hot pan. It lives in the way laughter rises, then tightens, 

then rises again. It lives in the way a topic can enter a room and make people lower their voices as if 

the ceiling is listening. 

Sometimes that silence is compassion. It gives people space to breathe. It protects elders from 

carrying another layer of fear. It keeps children from learning adult dread too early. 

Sometimes, though, that silence starts to feel like a ceiling. 

There is a danger in silence becoming routine. When you live long enough under uncertainty, you 

can start to treat fear as normal. You can start to accept living with less than you deserve. Silence can 

become resignation. 

This is why certain stories in the world reach me and do not let go. 

I read about Matilda, a young Jewish girl killed in a public attack in the Bondi Beach shooting, and 

what stayed with me was not the headline but her parents. They were immigrants, and I recognized 

the shape of that love immediately. Reporting noted that they chose “the most Australian name” 



for their first Australian baby, as if a name could help a child belong before the world decided what 

it would give back (The Guardian). I kept thinking about my own name in that same way. My name 

was the most American name my parents knew in 2005, a small offering of safety and belonging 

wrapped in a word. I did not know Matilda’s parents. I cannot borrow their grief. Still, something 

in my chest tightened, because immigrant parents build a country around their child. They build 

routines around keeping her safe. They build a future that is supposed to outlast their fear. 

I kept thinking, I am my parents’ first American baby too. I am the name they gave their future. 

Just like Matilda’s parents gave her “the most Australian name,” so did mine. The point is not that 

our stories are the same. The point is that loss like that makes the world smaller, and then it asks 

everyone else a question. 

Do we respond with reverent quiet that honors a family’s dignity?​

Or do we respond with the kind of silence that lets a life disappear into the next news cycle? 

There is no single answer. But I know this. 

Silence that honors dignity does not look like indifference. It looks like presence. It looks like 

memory. It looks like refusing to let a life vanish simply because speaking is uncomfortable. 

The world sometimes needs silence to heal, yes. 

But healing silence is not the same as complicit silence. 



Healing silence is attentive. It is reverent. It is the quiet of sitting beside someone without asking 

them to perform their suffering for you. 

Complicit silence is the quiet that protects your comfort at the expense of someone else’s humanity. 

The difference between them is not sound. It is responsibility. 

And this is the bridge I keep returning to, from a school hallway to a kitchen table, from a headline 

to the people who have to keep living after the world scrolls past. The question is never only 

whether I speak. The question is what my speaking does. The question is what my silence does. The 

question is whether I have mistaken comfort for goodness, whether I have mistaken quiet for 

innocence, whether I have offered “I’m fine” as a way to keep the room easy when the room should 

not be easy. 

Silence can feel good. Silence can feel safe. Silence can even feel polite. Silence can feel kind. 

And then you realize who silence is kind to. 

Silence can be compassion. Silence can be complicity. 

Silence can be the hand on your back when words would be violence. Silence can be the closed 

mouth that keeps a family safe. Silence can be the pause that lets grief remain private and intact. 

Silence can also be the room that stays comfortable while someone else carries everything alone. 

Silence can be the hallway that keeps moving. Silence can be the sentence I offered because it was 

easier. 



I said I was fine. I was not fine. I was learning what quiet can cost. 

My responsibility is not to speak all the time. My responsibility is to refuse the kind of silence that 

makes harm easier to live with. My responsibility is to interrupt the quiet that functions as cover, 

and to honor the quiet that lets people heal. 

I want a conscience that does not confuse comfort with goodness. I want a courage that does not 

endanger the vulnerable for the sake of sounding brave. I want a responsibility that shows up in my 

choices, in my language, in what I let pass, and in what I refuse to let pass. 

That is what I owe the world. Not constant speech. Not perfect speech. A refusal to go silent for 

the sake of comfort.  

The air still presses back. Now I refuse to pretend I have not heard anything. I feel it in the half 

second before an easy answer, in the quiet after a question, in the instinct to make the room 

comfortable.  

 

That is where I choose, and that is where I refuse. 
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