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    battlefront


    The World Bank held its annual summit that week, and Washington braced for the worst. They shut down the Capitol, the White House, and the Smithsonian museums, and any tours that hadn’t been canceled were escorted by hulking security troops. Police officers were working eighteen-hour shifts. The president went on TV and said he was calling in the National Guard, but weren’t they in Washington already? The first World Bank riots, the previous autumn in Seattle, saw the largest domestic protest in U.S. history. Gas bombs, rubber bullets, anarchists picking fistfights with the police, nose to nose. All the rich-kid activists in Washington used their frequentflyer miles to fly there and participate firsthand. The rest of us were unspeakably jealous. We called them sellouts for months afterward. Now, the next phase of the riots was happening in Washington, D.C.


    It was practically in my backyard.


    I was in Washington that year, living on a very big scholarship from a very big university. The university, with its rich North Jersey political science majors and Pepsi-sponsored welcome seminars, was everything terrible we hated about America. Its president, a blubbery iceberg of a man in a walrus moustache and too-tight neckties, was the kind of guy who would cancel funding for the rape awareness group because he said it made the school look bad. He was also given to making lame jokes about the cost of tuition—you know, like If You Have To Ask.


    Our school president welcomed the World Bank conference with open arms. Like good activists, we were devastated, although in retrospect his enthusiasm fueled our fire like nothing else could. The university had paid for our housing and education, and encouraged us to leave our hometowns and move to D.C. Now we would use everything they’d given us to strike back. The conference started on Sunday. Activists planned to make human chains around crucial buildings on Saturday afternoon.


    The National Guard tanks rolled in on Friday morning.


    The air was tense and the city was jumpy. Regular citizens, the kind who didn’t wear combat fatigues and handkerchiefs over their faces, were jumpy.


    The entire city held its breath.


    I was gearing up for the best weekend ever. Dubbing mixtape soundtracks, making plans with friends, picking out my best T-shirts—the ones that started conversations, that made strangers walk up and say to me, “Damn, where did you get that from?” Riots, intrigue, the National Guard, hot activist girls in combat gear coming from across the country for the weekend. You knew there were going to be some good parties.


    The streets would be closed off to traffic, just like the Fourth of July. Bands were scheduled to play nonstop concerts all along the paved-over quadrangles near the Washington Monument. The entire weekend was a punk-rock paradise. I was stoked as hell.


    Only, the riots started on Shabbos.


    I had just decided to become Orthodox. I had left Washington for a semester, come back, started hanging with the religious kids, and then, one day in late fall, I realized I was keeping kosher, scheduling my jobs so I didn’t work on Saturdays, and I hadn’t skipped synagogue in longer than I could remember. I was going through a geek phase, and, as geeks went, Orthodox kids were the absolute geekiest. The laws were so strict that it would be impossible not to rebel. In a religion that dictated the order of putting your shoes on, there had to be some pretty heavy partying going on to supplement all the rules.


    Plus, they had six thousand years of history as backup.


    They had to be doing something right.


    Maybe I was feeling insecure about life, the uncertainty that followed college. Maybe I was just that rebellious, and all the usual rebellions had already been played out.


    So suddenly, I was Orthodox. Learning how to be Orthodox was like learning to walk again, maybe like learning to walk on the moon. My house, which I shared with Yuri, had two sets of dishes. Our light switches had little metal covers so you wouldn’t accidentally turn a light off on Shabbos. Our alarm clock went off every day at 6:45 A.M., a ten-minute shower before we had to say the morning prayers. Everybody I knew slept till 11:00, or ten minutes before class, whichever came first. The first time I got challenged for being Orthodox—by some vegan straightedge kid at a hardcore show, You can’t be serious, Matt, that shit is so misogynistic—I shoved the 6:45 A.M.


    Two sets of dishes. One for meat, one for dairy. Actually, we had two and a half sets, because my roommate was especially anal and wanted to have neutral dishes, too—nonmeat and nondairy.


    thing in his face. “YOU TRY WAKING UP AT SIX FUCKING FORTY-FIVE IN THE MORNING EVERY MORNING, THEN YOU CAN TALK SMACK ABOUT BEING FUCKIN’ ORTHODOX.”


    Fuckin’ Orthodox. My religious friends always flinched when they heard me talk, but somewhere deep inside I think they understood. They humored my secular side. They thought I’d grow out of it.


    The activists did not humor me. They were all into Buddhism and Hinduism, but conventional religion, even one with a history as quirky and working-class as Orthodox Judaism, was too close to home. Plus there was this whole Palestine deal—I was wearing a yarmulke, so I was a Jew, and to them, being a Jew meant I supported Israel, and supporting Israel meant I hated Arabs. In their book, I was already a racist and a proto-American oppressor.


    But even though I hadn’t been to a rally in two months—even though I was on the outs with the truly dedicated—this was going to be the mother of all protests.


    I wouldn’t miss it for the world.


    All week, the campus buzzed, like New Orleans before Mardi Gras, or like the Christian world on Christmas Eve. Then, late Friday afternoon, everything slowed down. Kids blowing soap bubbles on the lawns turned to stone, slow-motion, timelessly retro. The businessmen walking home stopped in their tracks for five whole seconds, entire blocks frozen, people straining their heads to watch the streaking purple clouds in the sky. It almost made you want to believe in God. White marble buildings bathed in an electric orange sunset, the kind of quiet, tranquil beauty of the Smithsonian museums at closing time. The world settled into an uneasy peace.


    Gavin picked me up at my apartment on the way to services. “Can you believe this shit?” he said, sweeping his hand toward the Washington Monument.


    Gavin was my first Orthodox friend. He used to be in a frat, but they kicked him out because he signed everyone up for the Young Republicans email list and the frat president’s dad was a Democratic congressman. Gavin was the type of kid who called problems setbacks. But when you asked him what he was thinking and he shrugged and said nothing and you both turned back to the TV, it was the most reassuring thing in the world.


    We walked in silence, cutting across the campus quad to the Jewish Student Center.


    In the pigeon-colored basement, the handful of Orthodox kids sat in bored, contemplative silence, reading the Song of Songs, studying the week’s Torah portion, or talking campus politics. Beryl, a senior, sat alone in a corner, watching the vanishing sunlight, glancing at his watch every other second, whispering in Shifra’s ear about how we needed to start on time. Shifra was the president of the Orthodox Student Union and she was the one who bugged everyone to come earlier. Yehoshua, who’d been doing the Orthodox thing for almost a year and was totally absorbed—he was even starting to wear a black hat—sat with Daniel, who had just started keeping Shabbos and was still asking questions like Why do I need to wear a yarmulke all the time? We were probably at the same level, but I was better about pretending I knew what was going on. The sun lingered on the horizon, dangerously close to setting. We still only had nine men, one short of the ten-person quorum that we needed to pray.


    The Jewish Student Center was a combination of a synagogue, a cafeteria, a meeting hall, and a hangout space. Nobody really hung out there, but the staff were forever engaged in a struggle to throw more elaborate and good-naturedly ironic events there—things like retro disco dances and “must see TV” parties. God bless ’em; when nobody showed up, the administrators just tried something else, or tried harder.


    At the last possible minute, this kid Evan, who wasn’t Orthodox but sometimes prayed with us, ran down the stairs. Behind him trailed a girl in a long skirt. Usually we were good at asking questions about new people—that’s a lie, we were fanatical about it—but that day, we were a minute away from running out of afternoon.


    Beryl banged on the podium. He started to pray in the loudest murmur he could manage, and we leaped to attention. He shouted out the first words of Kaddish, the Aramaic syllables twisting around each other in a fine, coagulated mush. We yelled Amen! like we meant Danger! Outside there might be a war going on, but inside, we were fire and light.


    After praying came dinner. All the people from all the services came together: the Conservative kids in their pointy sweatshop yarmulkes, the Reform kids with no yarmulkes at all. The Orthodox kids clustered around one narrow table in a corner, whispering the prayers as the rest of the community sang some cheesy Jewish song that everyone vaguely remembered from when they were ten years old, like “Hinei Ma Tov” or “Shabbat Shalom,” in smarmy campfire voices. The girl in the long skirt looked lost, alone among the clusters of cliques. I went up to her and said—quietly, so she could pretend I wasn’t talking to her if she wanted to—that she could sit with us.


    Shifra, the maternal one among us, smiled at me approvingly.


    Some cheesy Jewish song. We sang “Shalom Aleichem”—we did each verse three times, not just once, the way the rest of Hillel did, and never to the tune of Billy Joel songs like they did. And then we did “Eishes Chayil,” “A Woman of Valor,” which was long and entirely in Hebrew. None of the non-Orthodox people even knew where to begin on that one.


    It wasn’t that we thought we were closer to God than everybody else, or that we were necessarily more righteous people. At one time or another, the single most religious kid in the world has bit into a Snickers bar without remembering to say the prayer over it.


    What made us Orthodox Jews different from everyone else was that we tried to be better. We took on new stringencies, learning new laws to follow. Maybe it did bring us closer to God, and maybe it didn’t, but in our minds, we were always trying to get closer. Like discovering your first indie band that no one else in school has heard of, it made us different. It made us special.


    And that was why we said our additional prayers, sat separately at meals, prayed when we woke and before we fell asleep at night and every single minute we spent alone—we did it all for God. The reason we wore yarmulkes, and the reason we let our fringes hang out and trail on our seats instead of tucking them into our pants, had nothing to do with God. That was because we wanted to represent. If we were gonna be different, we were gonna be different with pride.


    Over dinner, between Shifra and Beryl and Yehoshua and me, we were able to coax out the girl’s story. Her name was Ilyana and she wasn’t religious, although she grew up praying at a Chabad synagogue. Chabad are these Hasidic Jewish missionaries who set up synagogues in small towns without a large Jewish community, and they do services and Shabbos dinners for anyone who wants to come. She’d grown up in Oklahoma City, in the only Jewish family in her neighborhood, and this year she was a freshman. Oklahoma City was a long way from Washington. “I walked into the Conservative service, but it felt all forced,” she said with a shrug. “I didn’t think I’d start coming to services here in Washington. I guess I just missed feeling comfortable.”


    “Oh, honey,” said Shifra. “You can feel comfortable with us.”


    “Were you at the School of Assassins rally at the Capitol?” Ilyana asked abruptly, staring at me head-on.


    “Yeah,” I said. “Didn’t you speak at the Free Trade to Mexico thing on Sixteenth Street?”


    “Seventeenth,” she said. “Sixteenth Street was the week before, for Free Tibet.”


    “Were you at Free Taiwan too?”


    “Yeah! What about the Peace for Prostitutes benefit?” “Positive Force?”


    “The Punk Rock Inaugural Ball with Boy Sets Fire?” “I DJ’d it!” I said.


    We were friends immediately.


    The other kids at the table, the Orthodox kids, shifted in their seats. I told them it was okay, rallies were all about saving poor people and making the world better. I wanted them to understand my rallies. I mean, Jews were the original outsiders. It should totally make sense.


    I surveyed the perplexed faces around the table. Beryl looked unconvinced. But Gavin, the most right-wing person at the table, was overjoyed. He kept asking her questions like Do you ever buy clothes from the Gap? and What happens if we don’t use cheap Indonesian labor to make Starbucks coffee, would you really pay fifteen dollars for a cup of coffee? Ilyana was smarter; she told him that all her clothes were from thrift stores and she didn’t drink coffee because she got headaches from caffeine. I think they approved of each other, though.


    That night a bunch of us walked along the pale white pavement between monuments, the Lincoln winding along to the Jefferson, the spooky World War II memorial with stones that jutted out of the ground. We lost each other in the maze of rock, Shifra and Yehoshua hiding behind walls that abruptly formed and sloped away. Then Gavin brought us to a party at the Jewish frat house, which wasn’t shomer Shabbos—there was going to be music playing, he warned us. Shifra and Beryl said they were going home, but Ilyana and the rest of us followed him.


    I fluctuate between being party-positive and party-negative. It might possibly be the most controversial question among Orthodox kids at secular colleges nationwide: Do you turn yourself off for Shabbos or don’t you? Friday nights are the biggest social night of the week. Free beer, people you don’t know, and for me, with my constant jobs, the only time I had to see friends. We weren’t going to actively break Shabbos—we wouldn’t touch the CD player or ride an elevator or drink beer if it came from a refrigerator with the light on, but there was a keg to drink out of, and we could just stand and schmooze and catch up with the social scene that we’d been neglecting.


    The party was crowded, shoulder-to-shoulder. Ilyana and I traded looks, like, I can’t believe it’s the night before the rally and we are here.


    At once I ran into a group of hardcore kids. They lived across the street and the noise from the party was keeping them awake, they told me, so to protest they came over and ate all the potato chips. I asked them how long they’d been here. They said two hours, so far.


    I left them trying to start up a mosh pit in the living room and wandered into the kitchen, where Ilyana and the Orthodox kids were. There were Jello shots, and Gavin was insisting that his frat brother show him the Jello box. Finally they dug it from the trash, tossing beer cans


    Constant jobs. I had four jobs: a shitty job at a coffee shop, hauling medical books for a medical supply store downtown, teaching Hebrew to fourth-graders in Alexandria, and typing up memos and rules for the neighborhood rabbi.


    and red plastic cups to the floor. Gavin took one cursory look at the ingredients. “It’s kosher,” he said. He closed one chubby hand around a Dixie cup filled with jiggly red liquid and tossed it back.


    Ilyana giggled. “That means it’s vegetarian, too?” she asked, downing a green one herself.


    “For Christ’s sake! Animals don’t feel pain!”


    “Why the fuck are you swearing by Christ?” Ilyana asked, nonchalantly, flirtily.


    When I left, they were still trading shots.


    The next morning, I got to shul early. I went to the downstairs service, where they pray quickly and efficiently, like robots. The entire early service was small, maybe twelve or thirteen men, plus a few old women who stood off to the side and prayed in an assembly-line buzz. Most weeks I was the youngest one there by at least ten years, maybe twenty. The pace was so fast that it hooked you into paying attention to the words, made you want to catch them before they sailed by. It also forced me, in my phlegmy stammering Hebrew, to not spend hours stumbling over each word. It was like learning to speak a foreign language in a country where they don’t speak anything else.


    The Torah reading flowed swiftly, slid straight into the additional service for Shabbos, which we breezed through like extra credit problems at the end of a math test. When I looked up from my book at the end of services, Gavin was grinning at me wickedly.


    I freak out when I’m late to synagogue, trying to catch up and say every word of the prayers, but Gavin was easier on himself. He got to shul ten minutes before the


    Shul, aka synagogue. They mean the same thing, but we use both words in different contexts. I’d break it down for you if there were any concrete grammatical rules, but there aren’t. It’s a Jew thing. It’s a different lanaguage—one way or another, you just learn to speak it.


    end of services, did the prayers you absolutely need to say, and finished by the time they brought out the steaming bowl of chollint.


    We clustered around the table with the middle-aged men, fidgeting in the breezy restlessness that follows the bustle of praying. This guy Joseph, who was in his early thirties but let the old men order him around, carried out the chollint. He ladled it out to the old men, one potatofilled spoonful at a time. Since we were the youngest, we got served last. “What the hell happened to you last night, Matt?” Gavin hissed at me while we were waiting.


    I shrugged. “I got too Orthodox to stay.”


    Gavin looked like he couldn’t decide if I was joking or not.


    “But that’s not important. What happened to you last night?” I needled.


    Gavin raised his eyebrows, but he wouldn’t say a word until we were out on the street.


    “Where should we start?” he asked.


    “What are we starting?” I said.


    “You’re not going to pass up the protests, are you?” The light changed and Gavin crossed the street, heading toward Pennsylvania Avenue and the White House.


    “Don’t tell me you’re too Orthodox for that.”


    The white WALK sign started flashing red, and I scurried after him. “What do you mean?” I asked, ripping off my tie and jamming it into my pocket. “I thought you hated this stuff.”


    Gavin looked exasperated.


    “I hate liberals,” he said. “But I love protests.”


    You absolutely need to say. Ashray, the prayers before the Sh’ma, and the Amidah.


    Chollint. A traditional Jewish stew composed of barley, beans, potatoes, vegetables, spices, and—usually, but not in the case of our local synagogue—meat.


    Most Shabboses, we stay in the neighborhood. Usually on Saturdays, we go to synagogue and hang around the cake table downstairs until somebody invites us over for lunch. By the time we’re done eating the inevitable four course meal—challah and Israeli salads and soup and ku-gels and knishes and meat and dessert—it’s late afternoon and there’s barely time to run back to synagogue to do the sunset services and close out Shabbos. When you live inside the Jewish community, even a Jewish community as small as Washington’s, you become sheltered; you start to exist in a bubble of Shabbos that never gets popped.


    Walking down Pennsylvania Avenue took forever, and I kept almost forgetting that I couldn’t hit the button on the traffic pole that would make the light change quicker. Gavin wrapped one hand around the pole and I jumped to swat it away. He swung around the pole, like Fred Astaire, flinging his hand out against the blue sky.


    I bugged him to tell me about Ilyana and the rest of last night. We were nearly in front of the White House now, and huge crowds of kids were spurting up around us. Some were sweaty and dreadlocked and in riot gear like a rap-metal band, but most were just ordinary kids in T-shirts and jeans. Police were everywhere, black clumps of uniforms mixed into the colorful crowd. At Washington Circle Gavin made a sudden left onto K Street. “What gives?” I whined, “I thought we were going to check out the protesters—”


    “I don’t feel like talking about it with people around,” Gavin said. “We were flirting and drinking and Yehoshua


    Invites us over for lunch. One of the commandments of Shabbos is to have a number of festive meals. Saturday lunch isn’t as ritualized and formal as dinner on Friday night, but (a) it’s still a grand-magnitude feast and (b) it’s still a commandment. Eating all this food that belonged to other people is a little bit embarassing and a little uncomfortable. But when we reframe it as a commandment brought down from God, it’s easier to dig in and pig out without residual guilt.


    started drinking, too, and you know how he can put anyone under the table? He can. Only, Ilyana is half Russian, she starts talking about how her father started her on vodka when she was five, and she can hold more alcohol than anyone she’s ever met—than any guy she’s ever met, she says. And before you know it, she and Yehoshua are engaged in the drinking match of the century. Everyone is crowded around them. Anyway, they start drinking—she matches him shot for shot—and they don’t stop till way after everybody else clears out.”


    “And then what happened?” I asked.


    “And then I went home to go to bed. I don’t ask questions. I’m Orthodox,” Gavin snapped. We hit the end of the block and he sailed right. We turned the corner and we were back in the sea of people, that smelly oasis of organic deodorant and pot and sweaty T-shirts, all here to show corporate America who was boss.


    Gavin and I swapped looks. We really did know who The Boss was, but it didn’t really fit into the paradigm of these activist kids and oil companies and the president.


    Together, we cruised the crowd. I can’t explain why I needed to be there with Gavin, but at that moment, he was the only companion I ever wanted to have. As conservative and close-minded as Gavin was, he was the most likely to be seduced by the fun.


    Across the street from the White House, a man dressed as the Lorax from Dr. Seuss danced around on the closed-off part of Pennsylvania Avenue. Sporadically he ran up to the fence and shook his fist and yelled, “Hey, you bastards! I speak for the trees!” To his right was the biggest hackey-sac ring I’d ever seen, twenty or thirty hippies in baggy jeans, kicking around beanbags, rolling them, hands-free, up and down their bodies. It wasn’t a protest so much as a celebration, but I’d be wrong to say it wasn’t both. It was a circus revolution.


    Around the White House, it was more circus than revolution; you had to get closer to the World Bank buildings to see the blocks of people chained up. Kids were duct-taping their arms together inside cardboard tubes, forming barricades around all the major buildings. The kids around here looked less Joker and more Batman, determined and afraid. The coordinators swarmed all over, barking instructions into megaphones, pulling the duct tape tight. I was wondering how they would manage to eat, and then I saw one girl feeding another with her bare hands, shoveling rice into her friend’s mouth and licking the other girl’s fingers clean. I kept walking. Gavin caught my arm. “Hold on,” he said. “I want to watch the activism in action.”


    I walked away from him, down the block, losing myself in the sea of kids. With my tie off and my shirt pulled out, I looked like another kid like everyone else, here to witness the spectacle and maybe be a part of it. I fit somewhere between these new laws I was trying to follow and this new regime we were trying to topple.


    I found Ilyana among the chained protesters in front of the massive dioramas and revolving doors. Behind the glass of the World Bank building a few peons scuttled in and out of elevator doors. To them, we didn’t exist.


    The purpose of the human chains was to stop the limousines that carried the ambassadors and honchos of World Bank–related companies from driving through. If the entrances were completely surrounded by people, the theory went, then all the CEOs would have to walk through like ordinary people, and then we could yell at them. Ilyana had the biggest megaphone of anyone, a Rage Against the Machine shirt with the sleeves torn off, a skull-and-bones bandanna around her head. She was ordering people around. “Don’t let those arms down!” she barked through the megaphone. “Pretend the lives of African children depend on you and your scrawny-ass arms! Yeah, that’s right! Up! Up!” she shouted.


    “Who made you king?” I said from behind her. She saw it was me and lowered the megaphone.


    “Arbitrary decision,” she said. “I’m good at king.”


    “You seem like a natural.”


    “You here to join the chain gang?” she asked me, and the megaphone picked up an edge of her voice and squealed. I winced, realizing that talking to her was making her violate Shabbos through the electric megaphone current. She saw me wince and turned the megaphone off. My belly sunk further.


    “Today it’s Shabbos, I can’t,” I told her. “But first thing when the sun goes down—”


    “You know, it doesn’t matter tomorrow, right?” Ilyana said. “None of this is going to matter. Not the yelling, not the barricades, nothing. They’ll shuttle in the dignitaries, one way or another. Today, we’re posing for the camera crews. That’s the part the world will see. That’s the part that counts.”


    “I know. That makes me feel so much better it hurts.”


    She tapped my shoulder. “Nobody’s fault but your own, my friend.”


    There were all these things unspoken in the air. Dinner and the frat party last night seemed about a million years away. It was the only thing we’d ever done together. You know how you can meet someone, and there’s something, seemingly insignificant, that makes you recognize a kindred spirit? Well, something about Ilyana made me feel that way about her. In the middle of this muddled, murky world of Orthodoxy, where I totally believed in the religion but I didn’t have any actual friends, I felt connected to her. I wanted to hold onto her.


    “At least you got a Shabbos dinner out of it, right?” I said at last.


    Ilyana’s voice dropped a notch. Her head slouched forward as if we were in a huddle, and her blue eyes took mine and stared right inside.


    “Matt,” she said, “I like you. But those Orthodox boys, they’re absolute assholes.”


    Ilyana took a breath.


    Then she told me how Yehoshua had followed her home. The minute she shut the door, he was on her like a thirsty baby. They necked and bit each other’s skin and kissed with those hungry open-mouth kisses like they’d never hooked up with another human being before. They twisted into each other and dry-humped and then Ilyana asked him about keeping Shabbos, and he started explaining Jewish stuff to her, and they talked in that dazed and drunken state for an hour.


    When he left, Ilyana walked him home across the campus green, and when he said goodnight he wouldn’t even hug her. “Shit,” she demurred. “Hypocrisy burns me more than anything. In my bedroom he kept trying to hike my skirt up but in public, he wouldn’t even shake my hand. I wanted to take everything back in that one-second vortex. And I just couldn’t, you know? Your religion has got a lot to answer for.”


    “Don’t confuse Yehoshua with Judaism,” I said. “They’re not the same. They don’t even have the same nose.”


    “Yeah, well, it still sucks,” fumed Ilyana.


    She crossed her arms over the Rage logo on her chest.


    “Would it help if I said he’s not a very good Jew at all?”


    “Marginally.” She looked trepidatious.


    “Come on. If I told you every activist I’ve seen who buys cigarettes and eats at McDonald’s—”


    “I don’t do any of that shit,” Ilyana said. Her eyes glinted, though, like she knew what I was talking about.


    “Tell me this is not the last time I’ll ever see you.”


    “It’s not the last time you’ll ever see me.”


    “Good,” I said.


    “I mean,” she said, “aren’t you gonna be out here first thing tomorrow?”


    Meanwhile, Gavin had found us. He was ranting about some activists he’d seen who hung up a flag upside down. “That’s not free speech,” he said. “They weren’t speaking or anything. That’s just sad, is what it is.”


    Ilyana laughed, although I could see she was trying not to.


    The next day was the rally, and it was every bit as spectacular as I’d hoped. I woke up early, just as the sun peaked on the horizon. It took me almost an hour to say the morning prayers. My Hebrew was like an old record, dust still caught between the grooves. I was uneasy speaking these words I hadn’t even written. So I shouted them out like my favorite punk rock song, Fugazi, the Dismemberment Plan, Aretha Franklin, shokeling my body back and forth like it was being rocked by a windstorm.


    Then I was on the street, ebullient and buoyed, feeling like God was on my shoulder and like I could rock any house I wanted to. The streets crawled with kids in battle gear, paint-stained shirts and sweatpants, bandannas around their heads. All the buildings were closed. There were all these old Greek buildings with lots of pillars on the blocks around the White House. They all belonged either to the university or to one of those secret societies, Mason-like organizations of aged Republicans who had cocktail hour right when we were leaving classes.


    Shokeling. If praying was jamming and synagogue was a rock club, then shokeling would be moshing. Shake your body back and forth (some people twist left to right), moving with the rhythm of the words you use to pray—that’s shockeling.


    I met up with my best friend, Janelle. She had stayed home writing comic book scripts yesterday instead of going to the rally. We walked around like tourists after the Apocalypse. Janelle’s friend Dustin, a freshman, ran up to us. He was an anarchist—a native of the protest zone. He pointed out the World Bank headquarters blockade, the rebuilt human chains, the protester headquarters where they were giving away free vegan food and Gatorades. We stood on the intersection of H Street and 17th, right in front of the White House. We could see everything.


    “So what do we do,” Janelle asked, “stand around and wait for cars to try and roll through us?”


    “Or for the police to ask us politely?” I added.


    Dustin’s eyes got suddenly alert. The air changed, like right before a storm. “What’s up?” I asked.


    “Did you bring mmmfle?” he asked. The second half of his sentence got swallowed by the bandana he pulled over his nose and mouth.


    I opened my mouth to ask what.


    Dustin grabbed Janelle’s forearm and lunged forward.


    Tear gas sprung up around us like sudden walls of mist. I didn’t know what it was at first, just the air turning gray fast. The smoke caved in. I couldn’t see anything. I breathed in. It tasted like fire. Dustin was no longer next to me. Everyone had slipped away. I gasped for air. The gas scraped the walls of my lungs. My skin felt toxic from the inside. I wondered if this was what dying felt like.


    Hands yanked at my shirt, tore at me, literally trying to pull me down, stretching the fabric away from my chest. Somewhere, one of those greasy diplomats had given an order to a police commander who’d passed it down to his officers, and those very officers were at this moment trying to eject me from the street. Me—who always tried to be friends with all the kids in high school, the geeks as well as the bullies. They were throwing canisters of gas at me.


    I dropped to the ground. The gas was lighter there. I breathed sharply. My throat and my eyes and nostrils still raged, but the gas didn’t burn as badly now. My lungs started to close. Not breathing felt better. My head started to go light.


    A palm hit into my cheek. The blow was sharp and loud. “Let’s go!” a voice barked, and I felt the breath of words on my face.


    My eyes shot open.


    The sunlight stunned me. I wanted to shut them again and lie down on the asphalt.


    “Come on,” he said. “Follow me. They don’t spray tear gas to convince you to stay put.”


    A block away, we detoxed, five or six of us, gulping large breaths of air to fill back our lungs. My body was screaming. It wanted me to breathe all at once. A tall blond man rubbed my back, relaxing my muscles. “Slowly,” he cautioned. “Otherwise, your body won’t know what to do and you’ll throw up.”


    Like in an instructional video, I heard retching behind me.


    Mark was this kickass activist, the same age as my parents but with a spirit that was wild. The air rushed in, and I started to choke. Mark patted me on the back, rubbing around the spine to steer my breathing back to normal. We were catching our breath, feeling our chests inflate and return to normal. I fell against the foundation wall, a red colonial brick thing that made me think of Gettysburg. We didn’t say anything but we watched each other sweating and straining, slowly getting our balance back, feeling the sun beat down some vitamin D on us.


    Mark watched me wobble away, making sure I was good to go. He told me not to get too close again, that I had already earned my scars for today. Around the corner, I ran into Ilyana, ordering people right and left. She saw my bloodshot eyes and shaky disposition, noting them approvingly. “Now you’re one of us,” she said, laying a hand on my shoulder.
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    Rabbi Samborra lectured Monday night at the Jewish Student Center, and a surprising number of kids showed up. Rabbi Samborra had a congregation in Silver Spring, where all the highly religious Jews lived. His weekly peregrinations to Washington, D.C.—and to Foggy Bottom, at that, the sports bar–intensive part of the city where our college is located, and which people say was named after the foamy drizzle at the bottom of a beer mug—would make another rabbi’s blood run cold and his stomach go clammy.


    Not Rabbi Samborra. People say he was descended from the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidic thought, and he has all these intense stories about rabbis who could shoot fire from their eyes and what happened between the lines of Bible stories. In Hebrew School, we used to whisper how Ruth and Naomi were gay and speculate about how Adam and Eve learned to have sex—all the stuff that God forgot to print in the Torah. There are official stories like those, slightly more legit ones, called Midrashes. Rabbis have been writing them for hundreds of years. There are volumes and volumes of books filled with Midrashes—vivid stories about Zipporah and Noah’s clothing ensembles, dry explanations of the foods that Avraham cooked for the angels who visited him in the desert, the biggest pet peeves of Moses’s father-in-law.


    But Rabbi Samborra was like a miracle worker. We Orthodox kids, especially the newly Orthodox ones, loved him like a pop star. We brought him innumerable plastic four-ounce cups of water, we scribbled down everything he said, and we talked through his lessons over lunch in the kosher cafeteria for the rest of the week.


    We inhabited the Jewish Student Center, much to the annoyance of the staff there, like a gonorrheal virus that fades away but keeps coming back. We ate there, we prayed there every afternoon, and on Shabbos, we basically lived there for the entire twenty-five hours. The staff were secular Jews who didn’t eat pork and went to synagogue for the big holidays. Other than that, their Jewishness was relegated mostly to pickles and Brooklyn accents. They stayed open late for our meetings and hang-out sessions, but somewhere in their selfless souls they must have wished they could zap their nonkosher lunches in the building’s microwave or watch the big-screen TV on Friday nights in the student lounge.


    There weren’t a lot of Orthodox students at our university, but we were good at being visible. In some ways,


    Twenty-five hours. In the Jewish calendar, days begin at sunset. But Shabbos and holidays have a special holiness attributed to them, and they begin as the sun starts to set and don’t end until we can see three stars in the sky—which, all told, takes about twenty-five hours.


    the Jewish Student Center people tolerated us, but they also relied on us. When, post–Yom Kippur, the rest of the student body stopped caring about being Jewish, there we were, singing our Jewish songs, chairing discussion groups for every minor fast day. So the words of Rabbi Samborra held us together. For better or worse, they cemented the Jewish community at the university.


    Rabbi Samborra attracted more than just the Orthodox crowd. Some Reform kids, refugees from the Jewish Public Service Club, would come, plus maybe a Conservative or two, but the most inexplicable were the frat boys and student government girls who showed up. They’d never done anything that was Jewish since their Bar Mitzvahs and, suddenly, they were addicted to this wacky Lithuanian rabbi discussing medieval rabbinic disputes and telling Bible stories. Month after month, regular as a period, they showed up like zealots. Three guys from the basketball team, stocky, with haircuts like they’d just gotten electrocuted. Tal, the secular Israeli who tried to argue all the time until he shut up and listened and started getting off on Rabbi Samborra’s trippy medieval stories. This girl Kayla, who talked like a hippie but dressed in prim, polka-dot dresses and frilled-up shirts, as though she’d just stepped out of a black-and-white movie. All the Orthodox guys stared at her cleavage, and I think Beryl even spoke to Rabbi Samborra to ask her to leave, but the rabbi replied, stern as salt, that the class was open to anyone who wanted to learn, and Kayla was wearing modest clothes, elbows and knees covered, and the nonobservant kids didn’t seem distracted.


    They listened, as intensely as us yarmulke-wearers, as Rabbi Samborra described how Avraham, with his two wives, wasn’t a master so much as a servant of both, and how it was a physical and spiritual strain to keep them both satisfied, because he knew that the women would play as important a role in history as he would.


    Rabbi Samborra stopped talking, taking a sip of water, draining the entire two-fingers-tall cup. He looked up, noticed a hand waving. It was one of the frat hands.


    “Yes, Christopher?” he said, pronouncing the name as reverently as if he’d said Shmuel or Elijah. The Orthodox kids had a hard time taking anyone with an English name seriously. When Christopher spoke, Beryl and Yehoshua cracked mawkish sneers at each other.


    “This is kind of a stupid question, but….”


    “There are no stupid questions, Christopher.”


    Christopher tugged the brim of his white baseball cap nervously. “There’s these two girls I’m hooking up with, and I was wondering, do you think Avraham told his wives, Sarah and, umm, Hagar, about each other?”


    And Rabbi Samborra, without batting an eye, replied that, while one should never embarrass or bring harm to a person either by sharing or concealing hurtful information, our own Holy Forefathers were able to build meaningful, sacred relationships with more than one woman only by the grace of a caring and miraculous God, Blessed is the Name, and we should scrupulously aim for openness and honesty in all our interpersonal dealings.


    Rabbi Samborra was a breath of fresh air. More religious and more stringent than any of us—he wore a black hat, bought more strictly inspected meat, and lived in a more religious area than us—he was our prophet. For the baal teshuva kids, the ones who had just become religious, Rabbi Samborra was the tradition they had never had. For the kids who had grown up observant, he was the home they missed, but without the oppressive, monolithic culture that told them how to decorate their bedrooms and don’t be late to synagogue.


    For me, Rabbi Samborra was both. He reminded me of my parents’ cool friends, the ones who never talked down to me or treated me like a kid. He was one of those ultra-Orthodox people who never forgot that he wore that black hat for God, not for show. I’d grown up observant, but the mellow kind of observant that warned you to watch what foods you ate at nonkosher friends’ houses, and allowed you to drive to synagogue when it rained on Saturday mornings. In youth group, we were told that religion was not about things we enjoyed or things that made us feel good. At fifteen, I called the group leader a fascist and walked out.


    Now, I was twenty-one years old and I was coming back. I was doing it on my own terms—I skipped the prayer that says, “Thank You, God
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