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For Rob 








That which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. 
This is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary, 
go and learn it. —Hillel 
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 ONE

My first morning in Israel, the guttural wail of the Muslim call to prayer jolted me awake. I sat up in bed and tried to swipe the furry feeling off my teeth with my tongue. My fingers fumbled for my water bottle. Again the call came, so plaintive it made me think of hunger and lost dogs.

My roommate, Aviva, rolled over, mumbled “barbarians” and pulled her sheet over her face. Light bulldozed through the window. I wanted to turn over and sleep some more, but I also needed to explore that sound. I rubbed the heel of my hand across my face. Jet lag made the nerves behind my eyes feel like taut elastic bands.

Aviva and I had arrived in the dark the night before, and I’d dozed in the car from the airport. I remembered seeing the highway lights, and when the road climbed  to Jerusalem, I thought of the word l’aalot: to go up, as in, up to God.

Our dorm room had two metal beds separated by a desk, two wooden chairs, a closet and a sink. The bathroom and a small kitchen were down the hall. Aviva must have unpacked last night; her makeup and three bottles of hair product took up half the shelf below the sink.

I stepped over my unpacked duffel bag and padded out of our room through a lounge area to a balcony. The B’nos Sarah Yeshiva for Girls, where Aviva and I had come to study, was on the way up to French Hill. Below me the streets descended a terraced slope, each terrace supporting a four- or five-story stone building. At the bottom of the hill, sand stretched into a deep valley dotted with villages. A minaret blared the call to prayer. Beyond the villages, the yellow hills of the Judean Desert rolled into the distance.

I held my breath. This wasn’t the land of milk and honey, but the land of sand, sand, sand. “Holy shit,” I whispered. There was probably a blessing for such a beautiful sight, but I didn’t know it, so I sang a little bit of “Amazing Grace.”

Back in our room, I put on my running clothes, ate a stale roll from my backpack and left a note for Aviva. Outside, a breeze chased away the night’s cool dew, bringing with it the heat of the desert. The sun bore down, dazzlingly bright, reflecting off the walls of Jerusalem stone. I jogged by more four-story apartment  buildings, a grocery store and a bank until I came to a little park with bushes and benches. I stopped to stretch my calves. Again, the desert landscape spread before me. I wanted to run into the sand, to stand in all that space, that emptiness.

I chanted the first morning prayer, “Mo dei ani lefanecha.” Thank you for returning my soul to me. I recited other prayers from memory, adding little bits in English. “Thank you for waking me up to see the desert in the morning.”

When I got back to the dorm, sweaty and elated, Aviva was applying anti-frizz to her brown curly hair, peering into a tiny lighted mirror set in a pink plastic makeup box. She looked up. “I was starting to worry about you. You were jogging?” She looked incredulous.

Aviva was petite, with a small elfin face, a pointed chin and crooked eyeteeth. Her nails were always manicured, her blouses and long modest skirts ironed and spot-free. Aviva was super-smart and knew tons about Judaism, yet she was totally sheltered. She’d lived all her life in Toronto and never taken the bus or subway alone. Regular things like movies, soap operas or MTV were exotic to her. We’d met six months earlier at her parents’ house when I started learning about being Jewish. When Aviva suggested I come to the yeshiva with her, I didn’t even know what that meant. But now, here I was, just graduated from high school and spending two months at a seminary in Jerusalem before I started university. Even I couldn’t believe it.

I took a drink from my water bottle. “I didn’t want to wake you, and I had to go out and explore.”

“How did you know where to go?” Aviva carefully slid a rainbow-colored plastic headband into her hair.

“Oh, I just went down the road one way and then retraced my steps.” I lay down on the floor to stretch my hamstrings.

“You should be careful where you go.”

Even though Rabin, Arafat and Clinton had all witnessed the signing the Oslo Accords a few years earlier, all through 1995 there’d been a string of bus bombings in Israel. I got up off the floor with a little leap. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Aviva frowned, but I could tell she was also impressed. “So how was it?”

“Hot. Amazing.” I grinned wildly. “I never knew the desert could be so beautiful.”

Aviva clasped her hands together. “I knew you’d love it here. Do you want to go to the Kotel today?”

“Sure. What’s that?”

“Oh.” Aviva looked surprised. “It’s, you know, only the holiest place in Israel, the last wall of the temple.”

“Oh, you mean the Western Wall. Yeah, sure. The Kotel. Is that how you say it in Hebrew?”

Aviva nodded.

By the time I showered, dressed and ate breakfast, the temperature had soared. The scorching air felt like a smoky cloud. On the bus I gawked at the stone buildings,  the traffic, the different kinds of people: religious men wearing kippahs—small cloth skullcaps—teenage soldiers with huge guns, and ordinary loud kids with big backpacks.

The bus dropped us off at the Jaffa Gate of the Old City. On one corner, buses and cars spewed exhaust. Across the street, a massive stone wall encircled the ancient city of Jerusalem. Shivers ran down my sweaty spine. So much for showering.

I followed Aviva through the shady gate and into the Old City. Inside, the sun bounced off the plate glass windows of money changers, jewelry shops and tour agencies. I pivoted, turning in a circle, feeling the slipperiness of the stone road. A man sold bread sticks from a cart in front of a huge stone citadel. I watched a tour guide herd a throng of middle-aged tourists in wraparound sunglasses and safari hats down a narrow alley.

“Come,” Aviva said. “This is nothing.”

She led me through an archway and into a tunnel that opened onto a road so narrow I had to sandwich myself against the stones when a car drove by. “We’re heading into the Armenian section now,” Aviva explained. “It’s the fastest way to the Kotel. The other way, you go through the Arab shuk—the market. It can be dangerous.”

I had trouble keeping up with Aviva. I wanted to go slowly and take it all in. Tourist shops sold blue and white Armenian pottery, cheap pens, postcards and I Heart Israel hats. A blister flared on my heel from my new sandals,  and my underwear became a sweat-soaked wedge between my bum cheeks. The heat, or maybe the jet lag, made me dizzy.

Then Aviva turned down a lane lined with tiny grocery stores. I stopped to peer into a newspaper cone of spice. “Zatar,” Aviva said. “You can try it another time.” The road opened up to a square full of jewelry stores and pizza places. In the distance I saw a stone arch, a semicircle of Jerusalem stone.

“That’s the Hurva Synagogue.” Aviva pointed. “The Kotel is just around the corner.” We went down another narrow path, and then suddenly we came to a large balcony crowded with people.

“Now”—Aviva beamed—“go as slow as you like.”

The crowd shuffled toward a balcony railing. Aviva pointed. “That’s the Kotel. Isn’t it amazing?”

I nodded, but I wasn’t looking at the giant stone wall with weeds growing in the cracks. Above the wall a beautiful golden dome glinted in the sunshine. I drew in my breath and pressed myself against the railing. “What’s that?”

“Oh, that’s the Dome of the Rock.”

I’d read about the Dome in my guidebook. Muslims believed Mohammed had gone up to heaven from a rock inside the shrine. The golden globe rested on its blue mosaic base like the sun setting over a lake. Oh my god, what a gorgeous building. I felt like I was splitting in two, like seismic plates were passing by each other and  an earthquake was happening inside me. I thought, I’m gonna divide my life into before and after this moment. I didn’t know anything about Islam, but I thought Muslims must love their religion not only because of heavenly promises—wasn’t there something about virgins in heaven?—but because of this shimmery jewel of gold and aquamarine, this oasis for the senses in a city of white buildings and yellow and brown dirt.

I could have stayed on the balcony forever, but the crowd moved forward, down a set of stairs onto an enormous plaza in front of the wall. Yeshiva boys in their uniform white shirts and dark pants mingled with dorky-looking tour groups in matching sunhats and old lumpy women swathed in scarves. Ultra-Orthodox Jews, or chassids, congregated in their eighteenth-century knickerbockers, ringlet sidelocks dangling under their fur hats. As we made our way across the plaza, I noticed a fence dividing the wall into a large men’s sectionand a much smaller women’s section. Aviva joined the sea of backs bobbing and swaying on the women’s side. I sat in a chair in front of the wall on the women’s side to take it all in. 

Women pressed against the massive stone in a tight row. Up above, soldiers stood on top of the wall. I wanted to stand up there with them and look down on both the Jewish and Muslim sides. A hovering Christian tour group distracted me. What did they think of all this? I was dying to stop a women in an orange T-shirt proclaiming herself A Proud Member of the Mississippi Baptist Congregation  and ask her…ask her what? I tried to stop thinking. I mean, I was at the Kotel. I wanted the moment to fill me with holiness. I took a few deep breaths and tried to feel the history of the place. Generations of Jews had prayed here, brought sacrifices here. The high priest came here to talk to God. I took a deep breath, but I still felt like my same old self.

A spot along the wall became empty, so I crammed myself between two sweaty bodies and joined the line of women jammed against the stones. Up close, the wall seemed like any other Jerusalem stone wall except for the notes wedged in the cracks. Around me women prayed like pilgrims after a long journey. I rested my hands on the warm stone. “This is home,” I whispered. But it wasn’t. It was just a stone wall in a very hot foreign country.

I felt so empty my eyes started to well up. I swallowed back tears. Damn, I was not going to cry. I took out my prayer book and mumbled my way through the afternoon prayers as best I could, switching between the still-unfamiliar Hebrew and the repetitive English, trying to block out the murmurings of the women around me. When I was done I backed away like the other women were doing, which I thought was kind of stupid because I didn’t think a wall really cared if you turned your back. Of course I knocked over a chair on my way out, which is what happens when you try to walk backward in a crowded place.

Aviva was waiting for me across the plaza on a bench in the shade. “So, how was it?” She leaned forward eagerly.

“Good, great.”

“Is it like you thought it would be?”

“I don’t know.” I put on my best fake smile. “There are a lot of people here.”

Aviva squished her sunhat in her lap and tapped her sandals on the stones. “I like to think about the soldiers who first got here after the ,67 war. How exhilarating that must have been. To want something and fight for it, and then finally have it.”

“Yes, if you fought for something…”

“We’re so lucky now. Everything is given to us. Other people fought for Israel, and all we need to do is come.” Aviva hugged herself.

I nodded.

We sucked on our water bottles and watched the tourists. I listened to a guide explain the excavation of the Cardo, a Roman ruin, to a group of elderly tourists. Sandals slapped across the stones.

Maybe I didn’t want Israel badly enough. Maybe if I had struggled to get here, it would mean more.

Aviva stood up. “You look tired.”

“I’m so exhausted I could cry.”

“It’s the middle of the night for us.”

“Don’t tell me.”

“Let’s go. We can explore another time.”

On the way back through the Armenian quarter, I saw a beautiful church. “Hey, can we stop a moment?”

Aviva crinkled her brow. “In a church?”

“It looks beautiful, and it’s probably cool.”

“Neh. I wouldn’t be…comfortable.”

“Oh.” I thought about asking why, but I was too tired. 
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We slept through the rest of the hot afternoon with the whirr of the fan over our heads. I dreamed of heat I could see in waves. I woke to Aviva insistently shaking my shoulder. “It’s time to get up for Shabbos,” she said.

“Forget it.” I rolled over in my sweaty sheets, brushing hair off my face. “I’ll celebrate another day.”

Aviva flicked on the lights. “We need to get ready.”

Shabbos, the day of rest, began on Friday night. Once the sun went down, no work, including cooking, cleaning, driving and even turning lights on and off, could be done until sundown the next night. The rules and rituals were still new to me.

Aviva poked my foot. “C’mon, there’ll be dinner and you’ll get to meet a bunch of new people.”

I tugged the sheet over my head. “I already know people.” Jet lag made my body ache.

“Here.” Aviva thrust a glass of water at me. “Drink this and you’ll feel better.” I sat up in bed and drank, and I did feel better.

I showered and changed into a pale blue blouse with a sequined butterfly over one breast and a light pink skirt with a layer of tulle underneath. I wore cute little ballet flats and piled my hair on top of my head to get it off my neck. Aviva waited patiently as I applied eye shadow the same color as the skirt. I held up a little jar of makeup sparkles. “Want some?”

“Um, no, that’s okay.”

I brushed a few over my cheeks and followed Aviva down the stairs of our dorm, through the courtyard and into the main B’nos Sarah building. We walked through the lobby and up a flight of stairs to a large room lined with books. Groups of girls talked excitedly between rows of chairs. Aviva tapped one girl on the shoulder and the girl turned around and screamed, “Aviva!” They hugged and kissed.

The room grew noisier and hotter as more girls and women entered. Fans spun uselessly in the thick air. I started to sweat, but I didn’t care. The girls’ excitement was infectious, and even though I didn’t know anyone, I felt happiness saturate me. The light streaming through the windows from the setting sun looked different, as if it was a holier color than the sun at home.

A line of girls came in through the double doors, dancing and singing a Hebrew song, the last girl playing a violin. Everyone formed a circle and started doing a grapevine step, twisting and turning and singing, “Hava nagila.” Someone grabbed my hand and pulled me into  the circle. The song repeated and I joined in, letting my voice sound out loud and clear, even though I didn’t know what the words meant. Girls broke off from the main circle and made smaller inner circles.

When the dancing stopped, everyone filed into the seats and evening prayers began. All around me, female voices rose: devoted, intense, happy. I sighed deeply despite my exhaustion. I was in Israel, I was Jewish and I was surrounded by Jews who all loved Israel, who all loved Hashem—God. A few tears crept out of my eyes, and this time I let them streak down my face.

Aviva smiled at me and gripped my hand. “I knew you’d love it here.”

I gave her a huge hug. “I didn’t know Israel would be so amazing.”



 TWO

Classes began on Sunday, the first day of the week in Israel. Aviva led me through the crowded lobby of B’nos Sarah to sign up for my schedule. I nervously adjusted the belt of my red-and-white-checkered dress. All the other girls wore long straight skirts and loose pastel tops. Shit. Tomorrow I’d wear my cream skirt with the pockets.

Aviva guided me to an office and introduced me to a middle-aged woman named Rochel. I tried not to stare at her fake-looking blond wig. Married Jewish women covered their hair for reasons of modesty. Most women wore a hat or a scarf, but really religious women cut their hair and wore wigs. It totally weirded me out.

“Welcome to B’nos Sarah.” Rochel smiled. “Are you interested in a full-day schedule or half?”

Aviva headed off to her own lesson, and Rochel handed me a brochure filled with pictures of happy girls bent over textbooks. I looked over the beginner program. 

“I’m here on scholarship,” I told Rochel.

“Wonderful. You can take as many classes as you like. The evening lectures and workshops are free too.”

“I’m only here for the summer…”

Rochel looked me straight in the eye. “Then you should definitely study as much as possible. Your return is equal to your investment.”

“Oh, I see. Can I sit in on a few classes?”

“Of course.” Rochel took out a pen and started writing room numbers on a sticky note. “You’ve missed biblical Hebrew, but you could slip into the beginner prayer class and then the Torah lesson. Then there’s a half-hour break, and at eleven thirty you can go to halacha, the law class. Come talk to me after that if you want to stay for the afternoon.” She handed me the sticky note and beamed.

I made my way upstairs to the correct classroom and quietly slid in the open door. The room looked like any other classroom: linoleum floors, bookcases at the back, a blackboard at the front, windows along one side. Ten girls were working in pairs, facing each other, books open on their desks. A young man with a reddish beard and glasses sat at a desk in the front. He was cute but a little geeky. I said, “Hi, I’m Mia.”

“C’mon in,” he said. “We’re studying the Birkot Hashahar, page six. You can join a group or work by yourself.”

I sat by myself and read over the prayer. I actually knew this one because I had studied it in Toronto. You said the prayer in the morning to thank God for making you a Jew, for making you free. I practiced reading the Hebrew and got a quick lesson from the teacher on pronouncing vowels.

At ten I followed the other girls to the Torah class. The teacher wore leather sandals with kneesocks that disappeared under her long skirt. An enormous pair of plastic-frame glasses swooped down her thin face. An ugly kerchief covered her hair, and a fine mustache fuzzed her upper lip, but she welcomed me so enthusiastically with this crazy Brooklyn accent, I forgot what she looked like. She paired me with a girl named Michelle. 

“I’m glad you’re here.” Michelle opened her book. “I didn’t have a chevruta.”

“A what?”

“A chevruta, a study partner.”

“Oh, I’ve never worked with a partner before.”

Michelle’s face fell a little. “Well, we read together and try and make sense of the text, and then we get together with the class and find out what it really means.” 

Michelle wore her fair reddish hair pulled back from her thin face in a low ponytail. Her denim skirt was so  long it covered the tops of her sandals. I noticed she had sewed up most of the slit in the back, and I wondered how she could walk.

Michelle was from San Francisco. She used to follow the Grateful Dead, until she fell in love with this Jewish guy and followed him to Israel. She was over him now, but she had decided she wanted to become Jewish, so she was undergoing a rigorous Orthodox conversion. She whispered all this to me as if it was top secret.

“Following the Dead must have been so cool.”

Michelle frowned. “No, it was soul destroying; it wasn’t Hashem.”

“Oh. I see.”

“I just had the strangest sense that I was supposed to be here, like it was my home, you know?”

I nodded even though I didn’t know what that felt like. “I used to be really into music too.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, I used to play banjo in a rockabilly band.”

Michelle raised her eyebrows. “A what band?”

“Rockabilly. It’s like rock and bluegrass mixed together. You know, the Stray Cats, Jerry Lee Lewis.” I thought Michelle might say “Cool” or “Wow.” Instead she gripped her hands together and looked anxious, so I continued. “I thought I was going to be a musician, but now I know I need to follow a more spiritual path. You know, with God.”

Michelle relaxed. “I totally know what you mean.” She smoothed the page of her book. “Music is good, but this”—she gestured around us at the studying girls— “this is amazing.”

Music was always a huge part of my life. My dad, Don, was a musician who was always on the road. He came and went out of our lives, but his music and instruments stayed in our basement. I grew up listening to his old bluegrass records: the Blue Sky Boys, Bill Monroe and the Carter Family. When I was fifteen, my older brother, Flip, and I formed a rockabilly band, the Neon DayGlos. I spent all of grade ten and eleven playing banjo in seedy bars, dressed like a 1950s pinup. While my school friends were running track and playing in the school orchestra, I was using a fake id and hanging out with my boyfriend Matt, the bassist for the band.

When I was little, I hoped Don would show up for my birthday parties or track meets, but he never did. My mom, Sheila, said he had his own life to live. I didn’t understand why his life didn’t include us. When I got older, I realized my mother had never expected Don to stick around. I imagined she’d gotten pregnant “by accident.” She never complained about being a single parent, or about Don’s absences. Yet I could tell she was thrilled each time he came back.

The spring I was sixteen, Don unexpectedly arrived home mid-tour and locked himself in our basement for a week with a couple of mickeys of vodka. I found out he  had been on tour in West Virginia when he discovered his childhood home had been razed to build a Walmart parking lot. His mother had died a few years before and her house had been sold, but Don hadn’t realized the beautiful weeping willow in his mother’s backyard, as well as all the neighboring gardens, had been paved over by acres of gleaming tarmac. Don was devastated. He abandoned his tour and and came back to the only home he had—our house.

When he finally emerged from the basement, he presented Sheila, Flip and me with the worst song he’d ever written, “Grunge Baby.”

You’re my little grunge baby, 
And I want you to slay me.
Kick me with your Dockers, 
You’re the sweetest rocker… 

The chorus jingled like an advertisement for a furniture warehouse. Don sold the song to a friend putting together a boy band and was able to retire from touring.

I assumed he’d leave after that, but instead he stuck around and slowly became part of our lives. I’d come home from school to find him making spaghetti sauce or fixing the tiling in the bathroom. He helped out with the band and gave me lessons on the banjo. It was like he actually lived at our house. He convinced my mother  to sort through the plastic shopping bags of accumulated junk taking over our living room. He even polished my cowboy boots for me.

Then in the spring Don bought a dilapidated cottage up on Lake St. Nora. When the weather turned warm enough, he moved there to fix it up. Sheila, Flip and I joined him for most of August.

In the long hot afternoons, Sheila and Don played old folk songs on the porch while Flip and I raced air mattresses across the cove. In the evenings we ate bean salad, fresh corn on the cob and corned beef sandwiches, and played endless rounds of Hearts. Sometimes we played music together, Sheila and Don on guitars, me on banjo and Flip on improvised pot drums. It was the only summer we didn’t spend endless hours driving to catch Don at his summer festival gigs.

All that summer I swam along the shore and looked at the silvery logs in the water—half alive, half dead— and gazed at the peeling bark of the birch trees on the shore. Sometimes I’d walk into the woods and lie down on the forest floor and look up at the towering trees in all their beauty. They were so much older than me, and they’d be there long after I was dead.

Once when I was lying on the forest floor, almost asleep, a breeze wafting over my body, I heard footsteps breaking the twigs. Before I had time to get up, Don was there.

“Oh.” I sat up. I tried to brush the twigs and leaves out of my hair. I felt embarrassed to be lying in the dirt.

Don put his hand out. “Don’t get up.” He crouched awkwardly and then lay beside me with his hands behind his head. I saw him close his eyes and then open them to look up at the sky.

I lay back down. Between the tree branches, clouds sailed across the sky in ever-changing formations. We lay together in silence for a few minutes. Don was so still I thought he’d fallen asleep. Then he murmured, “You could write a song about looking up at the sky through the trees.”

“Uh-huh.”

Another long pause. “What would you call it?”

I thought about this for a moment. Then I said, “I’d call it ‘Catch Your Breath.’”

“Huh.”

I turned my head to look at him. “What would you call it?”

Don paused again. “I’d call it ‘Catch Your Breath’ too.”
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Michelle was staring at me. I shook my head. Right, I was here to learn. I opened my book. “Let’s get started on this Torah thing.”

Michelle nodded and we started reading the story of Sarah casting out Hagar. First we read it in English, and then we tried to read the Hebrew. Michelle’s Hebrew sucked almost as much as mine, and we didn’t get very far. When we took a break, I told Michelle, “I thought Sarah was one of the foremothers. She doesn’t sound so great and righteous.”

Michelle pursed her lips. “No, she sounds rather human.”

“Wouldn’t you be pissed if you couldn’t get pregnant and your husband took another wife just so he could have a kid?”

Michelle frowned at the text. “That would suck.”

“So what’s this supposed to mean to us?”

“I don’t think we’re supposed to study it that way.”

“Oh.” Well, why bother then? I thought, but it seemed rude to say that, so we just kept reading. The class discussion focused on the interpretations of some guy named Rashi, and on who was righteous and who was not.

At break time we filed into the lounge with students from other classes and drank coffee or tea and snacked on pastries. I looked around for Aviva, but her classes, conducted all in Hebrew, were on another floor. I sat next to Michelle on a saggy orange couch. She gestured with her elbow to a group of giggling girls. “Most of the other students are FFB, and their Hebrew is excellent.”

“FF what?”

“FFB. It means frum—you know, religious—from birth. They grew up religious and they know all this stuff.” Michelle sounded envious. One of the FFB girls came over to us. She had a band of freckles across her snub nose and a long dark braid down her back.

“Are you new here?” she asked me.

“Yes, I’m Mia.”

“Hi, I’m Chani.” She held out her hand. “We don’t really get to know the girls in your classes very well, so you should come Israeli dancing here on Thursday night. It’s a blast.”

“Oh, is it hard to learn?”

“You’ll catch on, no problem.” She turned to Michelle. “You should come too.”

“Oh, maybe.” Michelle twisted her hands behind her. 

Chani smiled and went back to her friends.

I turned to Michelle. “She seems really nice. Have you gone dancing?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Michelle lowered her voice. “All they do is talk about shidduch dates.”

“Is that where you get set up?”

Michelle nodded.

I frowned. “I thought that wasn’t until you were older.”

“Nope. It starts now.”

I felt a twinge in my stomach. I squirmed on the sofa. “You don’t want to get married?”

Michelle bit her lip. “No, it’s not that. I can’t yet.” Her voice dropped. “Not until my conversion.”

“Oh, well. That’s okay.” I waved my croissant in the air. “I’m sure they’d understand.”

Michelle gripped my arm. “I don’t want anyone to know. I just told you because—”

I pulled my arm away from her. “I get it. No worries. When’s your exam?”

Michelle sighed. “Only a month to go.”

“I’m sure you’ll do awesome. Anyway, I’m going to go dancing. It’s probably fun, you know, in a wholesome kind of way.”

Michelle gave me a funny look.

At 11:30, I followed Michelle into the halacha or law class. The students were studying the Shulchan Aruch or “The Set Table,” a text about keeping kosher. Right away they launched into a discussion about accidentally dropping some milk into a pot of beef stew. Jews weren’t supposed to eat milk and meat together. Could the stew be saved or did it have to be thrown out? It was all about proportions. The discussion sounded so ridiculous I thought maybe they were joking, but it was serious. Why couldn’t you drain out the bit the milk touched, say oops and still praise God?

I was disappointed. I’d hoped the halacha class would talk about why we were following the laws. Wasn’t that the point of coming to yeshiva—to figure out the Why?

After class I went up to the teacher, Miriam. “I’m wondering if, um, we’re going to be discussing the reason behind the laws.”

Miriam smiled. “Nope. It’s not that kind of class.”

“So we’re just going to discuss how to interpret the law?”

“Yes, that’s right.” She smiled again.

I didn’t know what else to say, so I nodded and left.

I went downstairs to talk to Rochel.

“So how were your classes? Good?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Great. Are you going to stay for the afternoon or the evening?”

I shook my head. “I think a half day is going to be more than enough.” There was no way I could do a full day. I was already exhausted. My head ached from sounding out words and following complex arguments. It was a good ache, but I wanted to collapse upstairs.

Rochel’s smile tightened a little. “Most girls who come for the summer want to learn as much as possible. So, go have a rest and come back in the evening. There’s Israeli dancing, calligraphy and a course on life-cycle event planning.”

I nodded and got up to leave.

“Wait.” Rochel put out her hand to stop me. “Are you interested in volunteering?”

“Oh.” I stopped. “Yes.” Tikkun olam. Repairing the world. I could help bring more God to the Earth.

“Old or young people, hospital or school?”

“Um, old people,” I decided.

Rochel gave me the pamphlet for an organization called Lifeline for the Old, a craft center for the elderly. “You could also join the Shabbos mitzvot group. They give out flowers at Hadassah Hospital.”

I took the pamphlets. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

I spent the rest of the afternoon buying books for my classes and visiting the craft center. I arranged to volunteer two afternoons a week, cutting cloth in the fabric workshop. The coordinator called me Maya and introduced me to a workroom full of old Russian women who looked like they’d pinch my cheeks if I came too close.
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I was lying on my bed with my guidebook when Aviva came home. “Hey, how were your classes?” She pulled a bag of Cheezies out of her backpack.

I sat up. “Interesting and exhausting and different. My brain is killing me trying to keep all that new information straight.”

“How was the Hebrew level?”

“Oh, I think it’ll be okay.”

“So.” Aviva rested her chin in her palm. “You liked it?” 

I thought about the girls in their boring clothes and the halacha class and took a big breath. “It’s not exactly what I thought it would be like, but yeah, I think it’s going to be good.”

“I’m so happy for you.” Aviva clapped her hands. She looked pleased, as if it were her courses going well. She pointed at my book. “Is that for school?”

“No, it’s just a guidebook. I want to go back to the Old City tomorrow and explore. Wanna come?”

“Don’t you have classes all day?”

“I finish at one.”

“You didn’t sign up for a full day?”

“No. Was I supposed to?”

“I just thought you would. You know, with your scholarship and all.”

“Oh, there are so many other things I want to do. Volunteer work and tourist stuff, like go up the Mount of Olives, wander through East Jerusalem.”

Aviva tugged on her hair. “Oh, I don’t think you should do that. It could be really dangerous.”

“Oh, c’mon, I’m sure it’s fine.”

“Look, I don’t want to scare you, but you need to be careful.” Aviva stood with her hand on the doorknob.

“I will be.” I tried to look serious.

“That’s good.”

“Hey, I was reading about this great hike to an oasis called Ein Gedi.” I held up my guidebook. “We could go Friday morning.”

“You mean just the two of us?”

“Yeah.”

“And hike alone?” Aviva looked at me as if I was crazy. 

“Not a good idea?”

“The school offers lots of trips. There’s a sign-up sheet in the main lobby. I think there’s a night hike at the end of the month.”

“Oh, thanks.” The end of the month seemed an awfully long time to wait to go hiking.

Aviva went to use the phone in the lobby. She came back a few minutes later. “My mom says hi. She was thrilled to hear you liked your classes.”

“Oh, that’s great.” I looked up from my book. Aviva had already called home to say we’d arrived safely. I hadn’t called anyone.

“Doesn’t your mom want you to call?”

“She said a postcard would be fine.” Sheila was at an art and music festival for most of the summer. I had a phone number for emergencies only.

Aviva didn’t know anything about my family except they weren’t religious. I was sure she’d never met anyone whose parents weren’t married. She didn’t know my dad wasn’t Jewish or how freaked out my mom had been when I announced I was becoming observant. Sheila had  stood in our kitchen and raved for over an hour about the sexist, insular ways of Orthodox Judaism.

“What about your dad?” Aviva looked curious.

“My dad, well, he’s away a lot.” Aviva looked even more interested. “For business,” I lied.

“Oh.” Aviva nodded. “Cheezie?” She held out the bag. I helped myself to a handful.

We made pasta salad with olives for dinner and dipped thin sheets of pita in hummus and baba ghanoush. While we ate on the balcony, strange popping noises echoed across the valley. I straightened and tried to peer out into the distance.

“I think that’s just a car backfiring,” Aviva said.

A few minutes later, more popping noises ricocheted off the building. Aviva tensed. We sat quietly listening. As we were clearing the dishes, another bang resounded, louder and sharper.

“That was a gun.” Aviva gripped the railing.

“How do you know?”

“Just do.”

I stood looking out over the beautiful sand hills.

“Don’t worry,” Aviva said. “Just stay in the Jewish parts of the city and you’ll be fine.”
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