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PREFACE


Come, and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord. Isaiah 2:3

Iwent up to Jerusalem in 1967 and stayed thirty-eight years.

Three months before I left the city, I began the first story in this collection.

After finishing one story, I started another. The stories eased the pain of leaving the Holy City of Jerusalem. The more I wrote and rewrote, the clearer it became that writing these stories would enable me to let go of Jerusalem, but also, paradoxically, to hold on to Bethlehem Road, the street where I raised my children.

Throughout the writing, I fell in love with Baka all over again, the neighborhood in which Bethlehem Road serves as the main artery. This was the setting where I lived as an American immigrant from 1967 to 2005. I appreciated how fortunate I was to have lived and raised three children in such a diverse, vibrant urban neighborhood. Slowly, Bethlehem Road took on mythic proportions. The street became a microcosm of Israel’s immigrant society.

As I aged and studied, I understood that Isaiah’s invitation— Come, and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord—was actually a vision of the heavenly Jerusalem. That other Jerusalem, the heavenly one, is an idyllic utopian place that exists in the collective imagination. There, not in Baka, will we walk in God’s paths of justice, righteousness, humility, and compassion; there, where waters will flow uphill and peace will reign, will we hear the Word of the Lord. The stories in Bethlehem Road reflect this journey, from idealistic innocence to the everyday experience of Israeli life, from the dream to the mundane.

One day, after years of writing, the stories became more important to me than the street, the characters more real than the people I knew on Bethlehem Road. That was the day I realized I could survive without Baka because I had stories. I had traveled the circular route from exile to immigration and back to exile, both a physical and a psychic journey. In fact, maybe the whole experience of living in Israel has been one long exercise in immigration and exile.

Now it is time to share these stories with you, who have never seen Jerusalem; and you, who have visited and yearn to return; you, who have seen and can’t understand what’s the big deal; and you, who still live in Baka and either sing its praises or moan its “progress.”

Come, let us go up. We will begin near the Sonol Gas Station across the street from Hell Valley (Gehennom) and Mount Zion. We will listen to the voices behind the stone fences, uncover the dreams behind iron gates, feel the pulse that beats in the hearts of those who live on the road between God’s mountain and manger. Yallah, let’s go. Enough preambling.
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IMMIGRATION
The Lord builds Jerusalem; he gathers together the outcasts of Israel.


PSALMS 147:2







14 BETHLEHEM ROAD
INGATHERING OF AN EXILE



Dear Son, Your mom and I understand your pull toward Christchurch. We love reading about the parks and your treks in NZ. While your decision to spend another year there breaks our hearts, we would never tell you what to do, given our own life choices. Meanwhile, please keep writing us. Know that I love you and will always love you. No matter what. Thanks for asking about my decision. Here’s the short version. Abba

A reporter from The Trib called me looking for stories. He wanted to know how Chicagoans were experiencing the tension before and during the ’67 war. I showed up at the King David Hotel on June 7 at 8:00 a.m., mainly for a decent bathroom and a free breakfast. The place was empty, save for those reporters who came expecting to witness Israel’s destruction. Grandma kept the article. It’s in one of the albums in the attic, twenty-one-year-old me gazing at the walls of the Old City from the veranda of the King David.

After the interview, I walked back up Bethlehem Road toward the ulpan on Rehov Gad. That’s where I stayed during the war, alone. All the other students went to volunteer at Kibbutz Saad or Ruhama near Gaza. I remember these names because they didn’t stop talking about their “war” experiences when they returned at the end of June. Most of them gathered eggs in a chicken coop or cleaned floors in the nurseries.

So on my way back to the ulpan, I hear a frightening boom. All around me the sky is a powdery blue, t’chelet, but ahead of me on Bethlehem Road, a black cloud. In the shape of a samech. I figure the Jordanians hit the gas station just beyond the tracks. My stomach sinks to my socks. I start to shake. I remember exactly where I was standing—next to the stone wall adjacent to the railroad tracks. The man in charge of operating the barrier motions me to come to his shack, but I can’t. I’m shaking and frozen at the same time. Parts of me move, but I’m immobile. Two days earlier a shell fell near the Allenby Camp on Hebron Road. Another fell in Makor Haim when I was eating lunch. Each time I panicked. I probably should have gone to a kibbutz just to get out of the line of fire, but who knew? Now my whole body—arms, legs, head—starts shaking uncontrollably. This scares me more than the explosion, so I turn around and force my legs to run. At the first open gate on Bethlehem Road I stop. Thank God I can at least read a Hebrew sign after four months of ulpan. It says MINISTRY OF HEALTH. The smaller print I can’t read.

The gate leads to a compound of one-story asbestos buildings in the shape of a chet. A lone pine stands in the center, bordered on all sides by a garden of geraniums, rosemary, and lavender. I force myself to take a deep breath. My legs relax, but my hands and head are still shaking.

The path leads to a closed door. The sign says KA-BA-LA, reception, just like the sign at the ulpan. Below that KA-BA-LA sign, during the first week of ulpan, I met your mom. How many times have you heard that story?

I open the door and walk into this office, telling my head and hands to relax.

“I saw an explosion,” I tell the woman behind the desk. She’s talking on the phone. A beautiful Yemenite. “I mean it’s still happening,” I say. “It’s inside me.” I touch my stomach.

She puts down the receiver and looks at me. “Have a drink,” she says, and points toward the sink in the hallway. I go to the sink. There are no cups, so I splash water on my face, but the water goes all over the place because my hands are still shaking. Then I go pee in the bathroom. When I come back to her—long black curls, teeth white as the bathroom tiles—she tells me to fill out a form. I have no idea where I am, but I know I don’t want to go back to Bethlehem Road, so I write my name and follow the arrow to this small waiting room with no door. The walls are like cardboard. There’s an oil painting of Mount Zion at sunset when the city turns pink and gold. On the opposite wall are black-andwhite photos of Levi Eshkol, the prime minister, and Zalman Shazar, the president.

“I heard an explosion,” I say, standing in the doorway. “Did you hear it too?”

There’s a low table in the middle of the room with a glass top strewn with newspapers and magazines. Moshe Dayan’s face stares at me from a front page. Funny, what details you remember on days that change your life. Four people are sitting around the table on folding chairs, their heads bent. They look up at me as if I’m crazy. “Did you hear it?” I say. This one woman with a crochet hook in hand gives me a look as if I am unworthy of her time. Opposite me a disheveled ultra-Orthodox man rocks back and forth in his chair, sucking his peyot. Strangest thing I ever saw. This guy on my right, who looks familiar, is sitting with his arm around an empty chair. There’s something weird about him. His eyes are two different colors—one brown, the other blue. He doesn’t offer me the empty chair, so I ask if I can sit down.

“Did you hear the explosion?” I ask him in English.

“Ovadia,” he says, “Ovadia Levi,” and puts his hand in my face. That’s how I first met the falafel man. I shake his hand, oily with a layer of grime. “You’re shaking,” he tells me. “No, I didn’t hear anything special today. But I’ve been hearing explosions for twenty years.”

He’s almost sitting on top of me and starts telling me about how he lost his eye in the Battle for Jerusalem in the War of Independence and his left eye is glass and I’m worried he’s going to take it out to show me. He’s looking into my eyes as if I’m a cauldron of hot oil. I feel uncomfortable sitting so close to him, so I slide the chair toward the doorway, but he just keeps talking about the battle in ’48, how the mine exploded against the wall of the Hurva Synagogue and how shrapnel landed in his leg and in his head, how the pain has never left him, how he manages with one eye despite the constant headaches.

“The Jewish people lose the Old City,” he says, “and I lose an eye.”

This was my first meaningful sentence in Hebrew: Ha’am ha’yehudi ma’abed et Ir Ha’atika v’ani ma’abed ayin. Then he says he’s lucky because after the War of Independence, the state put him and his wife into an apartment on Bethlehem Road with some other family, and he tells me how Baka was Arab, but after the war the state filled it with Jews from all over, and how the state gave him a falafel shack as compensation for the eye and how he raised three kids on falafel balls, tahini, and pickles. The pickles his wife made.

By the end of Ovadia’s story, my hands are shaking less.

Some of us from the ulpan hung out at Ovadia’s falafel stand on Saturday nights, but I never knew the owner was a hero.

“You’ve heard of Trumpeldor?” he asks me.

“Tov-la-mut,” I begin, but I can’t remember the end of Trumpeldor’s famous line, uttered while dying.

“. . . ba’ad-artzenu,” Ovadia says. “I figure if it’s good to die for our country, it’s no big deal to lose an eye for our country.” Then he takes out a small white paper envelope from his shirt pocket and I’m sure he’s going to take out his eye and put it in the envelope and I can’t decide whether to watch or not watch. During my confusion, he pours out some pink and yellow pills into his hand.

“And here we are fighting again,” he says, slowly, sadness in his voice. “Who knew I’d hear explosions every day? These help,” he adds, pointing to the pills with his chin.

The receptionist comes in and tells Ovadia that Dr. Yarus can see him now. Ovadia closes the pills in his hand and stands up. He bends down to whisper in my ear. “I lost one eye. Now they think I’m losing my mind.” He pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry, young man. We’ll win this war. Then all the American Jews like you will come home.” His breath smells like garlic.

As soon as he leaves the waiting room, the woman sitting opposite says, “You want explosions? I’ll tell you a story. You know ’56? You know Bir Gafgafa?”

She’s crocheting a kippa, and her daughter next to her— maybe eleven or twelve—leans into her, as if they are physically attached. Every few stitches, the mother tries pushing her away, but the daughter leans right back.

Bir Gafgafa? Never heard of the place. I just know the black cloud of smoke above the gas station on Bethlehem Road. My head is shaking and I can’t figure out why nobody else in the room seems disturbed by the explosion down the street. It was loud. How could they have missed it? If I’d had a cell phone in those days, I would have called the reporter from The Trib right then and there and told him, but who had phones? It took a year just to get a regular old-fashioned rotary dial phone—you know, the kind you saw in the Field Museum.

“1956,” she repeats, “when Egypt tried to take control of the canal from the big shots.”

She doesn’t seem to care if I understand or not.

“So my husband, her father,” she says, pushing her daughter, “gets called up. They give him and some other guy from Ness Ziona a heavy load of munitions to drive from Tzrifin to Bir Gafgafa. You know where is Tzrifin?”

She doesn’t wait for my response.

“So I’m home with two little girls and pregnant with this one,” she says, poking the crochet hook into her daughter’s arm. “This is November 3, 1956. So on November 5, two soldiers come to my house, my shitty little apartment in the shikun at the end of Bethlehem Road. You know this neighborhood? You fancy American. You probably don’t know what it means when two soldiers knock on your door.”

While she continues her tirade, the black cloud triggers little explosions in my gut.

“This is how the army tells you your husband is dead—they send two pishers, younger than you even, to say, ‘You are now a widow and the Ministry of Defense will take care of you.’” She puts her hand on her daughter. “They didn’t know she was inside. I start screaming, so the whole shikun comes into my apartment because they hear me and everyone is afraid I lose my baby. I swear on four Bibles, at that moment I wanted to lose her. Every day of the shiva I sit on the floor and tear out my hair and scratch my cheeks till they bleed. All day I scream at God.

“I already lost my husband and my mind, but this God, he has more surprises for me. On the fifth day of the shiva two more soldiers come to my door. ‘Who else could die?’ I ask them and they tell me, ‘It was a mistake. Yes, there was an explosion, yes, somebody died, but not your husband. It was the one from Ness Ziona. Your husband is wounded in Be’er Sheva,’ they tell me. ‘We’re sorry,’ they say. I don’t know anymore what to say, so I collapse.”

Fortunately, the receptionist comes in again and tells this woman that Anita is ready to see her and her daughter. The woman yells at her daughter to get up.

I feel sorry for these people and wonder how the Ministry of Health can help them. I can tell the ultra-Orthodox man sitting in that waiting room catty-corner from me has heard every word of our conversation, but he doesn’t react until the mother and girl leave.

Then he stops sucking his peyot and takes out a screwdriver from the inside pocket of his floppy jacket. He puts the metal side of the screwdriver in his mouth.

“Did you hear the explosion?” I ask.

He holds the screwdriver steady in his mouth and looks down at the table while he produces scraps of story. “April 27, 1939. Father and me. Bethlehem Road. Three-thirty to my uncle. Talpiot. Father and me. Mortar. Father dead.”

The telling sounds like a mantra. As he repeats it a second time, he turns the screwdriver in his mouth and rocks back and forth as if praying.

Fortunately, the beautiful Yemenite receptionist comes in again and tells him Nechama is ready to see him. I didn’t know then that nechama means “compassion.”

The man stops rocking and puts the screwdriver back into his jacket. He walks by me gazing at the floor, bent like a cane. Then the Yemenite turns to me and says the intake worker can see me.

“What intake worker?” I say. “I came . . .”

“You have a problem, no? Gila . . .”

I’m not sure what I have or why I came. Nothing is shaking anymore, but I heard and saw an explosion. I was scared. Now I am confused and more scared, after all these stories and their tellers who didn’t hear or see any explosion that day. Who was crazy here? Grandma and Grandpa were waiting for me to return to Chicago. They were furious I didn’t leave in May, before the war. Every week Grandma called the ulpan and threatened to die if I didn’t come home.

“I heard an explosion,” I say.

“Gila is in Room Three,” she says, pointing to the room with the green door.

What a name, Gila—“happiness.” Good thing I didn’t know that then. I walk to Room Three. The lone pine in the center of the garden threatens. I crawl deeper into my skin. If I’d had a screwdriver, I would have tightened my heart.

Inside the room Gila sits behind a wooden desk, all smiles and black-framed glasses. She has a birthmark like a yud under her lip.

“What happened?” she asks, as I tremble on the folding chair opposite her.

“I was at the King David talking to The Trib and walking back to the ulpan and right after the railroad tracks I saw an explosion. I mean I was standing before the railroad tracks and I saw and heard the explosion. Over the gas station. An enormous black cloud. A terrible boom. Like nothing before. As if something hit me deep. Inside. My whole body shook, but no blood.

“I was lucky and avoided the draft to Vietnam, but now I’m in a war zone and this bomb scared me to death and my family wants me home. I love Jerusalem. Part of me wants to stay when the ulpan ends, but another part wants to go to law school. I have a full scholarship at Michigan, but I want to teach Hitler a lesson. That’s more important, don’t you think?”

I can’t believe my own words and I hope Gila understands. She gives me a coy smile and asks, “Why don’t you just decide to stay?”

She doesn’t know my parents. It would kill them if I stay, I tell her. She doesn’t understand what it means to receive a full scholarship to the University of Michigan Law School. I tell her I want to feel connected to Israel, so I practice all the words to “Jerusalem of Gold.” I hum and sing.

She nods her head yes and says, “Um,” so I assume she understands. Her eyes accept me. Then I begin to cry. Yes. Me, your father, who never cries.

She asks again why I don’t stay, but I am staying, I tell myself. I’m here, aren’t I?

“I want to join the Israeli army.” Here I am dodging the draft all during Northwestern and now I want to join the army? I see and hear an explosion, my whole body shakes, and I want to be a soldier? I don’t know what I want. “Am I crazy?”

“Everyone here has a war story,” she says, checking my name on the form. “This is yours, Yonatan.”

“John,” I say.

“Yonatan,” she says. “Whenever you want to talk to me again, you know where to find me.”

Gila gives me a white envelope with four pills that are available at any druggist without a prescription and tells me to leave my details in Hebrew with the receptionist.

I don’t know if I’m insulted or glad.

She stands up and says, “Shalom, Yonatan.”

Of course. Beneath the John, there was always this Yonatan. The next day I would go to the Ministry of the Interior and change my name. I wanted a name that reverberated with at least two thousand years of history.

I thanked Gila, left the room, and walked back to the receptionist. On a blank page I wrote my name and address in Hebrew: “Yonatan Silver. Ulpan Etzion.” On the path leading to the gate, the lone pine called again. This time the trunk looked like a vav.

Back on the sidewalk, I gazed toward the train tracks. There were a few cars on Bethlehem Road. The sky was a safe t’chelet. All traces of the black cloud had vanished. As I approached the tracks to cross over, the old guard in the little shed came out to lower the barrier. He shouted at me, “Looks like it’s over, son. We have the Old City.”

At the gas station there were no signs of fire or smoke, just two attendants laughing and hitting each other on the back. I walked past the old-age home for Holocaust survivors, past the vegetable vendor arranging his cucumbers like a pyramid, past the old shoemaker pounding a sole. I stopped to buy gum at Doda Rosa’s candy shack. Mainly I wanted her warm smile. Beyond Rehov Reuven the dry cleaner was spreading a Persian rug on the sidewalk to dry and the butcher was taking in freshly slaughtered chickens from a plastic crate on the curb and putting them, two by two, in his freezer. Across the street, a man from the first floor wearing pajamas was shouting from his porch to the shopkeeper below to move his vegetables off the communal sidewalk. At Ovadia’s falafel shack, cab drivers leaned against the iron railing separating the sidewalk from the street, munching their overflowing pitas while tahini rolled down their chins. Were they arguing about the war or celebrating? The guy who sold building supplies across the street stood talking to a pregnant mother holding the hands of two little kids. He pulled out two lollipops from his pocket. Moshe, who owned the corner newsstand, was yelling at someone in a car to bring more newspapers. When I walked into Menachem’s bakery on the corner of Bethlehem Road and Yehuda, he threw his arms around my neck and, smelling like cinnamon, kissed my cheeks.

“We won the war,” he says. “We won the war, John. Now all you Americans can come home. Tell everyone you know. We won the war.”

I’ll never forget his excitement, relief, and certainty. It was as if a 2,000-year-old man from the spice trail was giving me a kiss. I had only bought challot from him on Friday mornings and here he was handing me a cheese bun straight from the oven and telling me to tell American Jews to start packing.

“Peace! Now we’ll have peace,” he said over and over . “Peace! Peace!”

“Amen,” I said and, “Thank you,” and I gave him another hug for feeding me. I told him we’d have to see about all those American Jews, thinking about my parents and grandparents, who expected me home by mid-August, before the academic year began in Ann Arbor.

I walked down Rehov Yehuda to Ulpan Etzion on Gad. All the way I kept thinking of the stories those people told me in the waiting room, about their explosions and my own. I thought about the people on Bethlehem Road. They were like so many actors on a stage, playing their parts every day. I was an observer, walking by, applauding this, struck by that.

As I approached the ulpan, I looked down at my hands. No shaking. They smelled like sweet cheese. The idea crystalized. Everyone saw it but me, maybe because I was only twenty-one or maybe because of the tensions of the war, I don’t know. At that moment I wanted to come home, to Israel. I wanted to be a player, an actor on the stage, to take part in the miracle, not just watch from the sidelines.

I knew Jerusalem, not Chicago, would be home. I knew my parents and my grandparents would be devastated, but my gut told me I wanted to stay in Israel. I wanted to join the victims struggling to be heroes. I wanted to build a new life in an old language. I wanted to forfeit the expected trajectory and to dive into the unknown.

The pines in the yard adjacent to the ulpan beckoned. They stood tall as willing soldiers. I sat down on one of the benches, my legs now shaking for another reason. Looking up, I saw the tips of the pines moving toward each other gracefully, forming all the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Looking down onto my hands I saw gimmels, vavs, mems, heys, the letters engraved in my skin.

Inside the ulpan, from a pay phone I called the reporter from The Trib at the King David. I told him what happened after I left the hotel. “My own little victory,” I said. “Please change my story. And use ‘Yonatan.’ I’m staying in Israel.”

He did not sound surprised.



70 Bethlehem Road Meet Your Neighbor
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Doda Rosa, Candy Shack

The children like these tiny dot candies, the pink and yellow ones on the strip of white paper. I don’t know why. Whenever any of those poor children from Beit Joseph across the street walk by with their counselor, I call them in and give each child a few dots. It’s no big deal for me, maybe two agorot for eight dots of colored sugar on a piece of cheap paper.

A little candy can make a big difference, you know, even one scrap from a neighbor. Some days in the camps I drew candy in the dirt and on the floor with a stick. And cakes and cookies and other things I remembered from home. Believe it or not, that helped me survive. This sweet shack is a blessing. I have work. I earn a few lirot. If I could, I would give away all the candy for free. We could get by with one chicken a week. I like to give, especially to those unfortunate children. Once, in the camps, someone gave me a half-sucked scrap of candy and that portion kept me alive. Even though it was sour. I’ve treasured the memory, the taste and that kindness during the war, for thirty years, ever since I left that place.

Sadly, my son wasn’t as lucky.
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78 BETHLEHEM ROAD
SIMON, THE TALE OF AN ASPIRING JEW



S imon Bloomberg yearned to bear the yoke of a God-fearing Jew. He rented a room from an Iraqi woman in a large house on Rehov Shimon across from Ahavat Yisrael synagogue, two houses off Bethlehem Road. Three times a day he followed nine newly repentant men to Ahavat Yisrael. Three times a day he tried to follow their words during prayer. It did not bother him that the nine men chatted in French and Spanish during prayers, but it did bother him that the Hebrew prayers were as foreign to him as the Aramaic Talmud, which he tried to master at night with his Idiot’s Guide to Talmud, Part I.

The rabbi at Ahavat Yisrael, HaRav Abermesh, enlisted Simon into his Army of the Faithful. In this select group, Simon met other young, single men in their twenties like himself, searching for God and struggling to control their Evil Inclination. HaRav Abermesh took a special liking to Simon because of his devotion, expressed mainly in the length of the ritual fringes he wore over his alligator polo shirts. Simon was proof that God works in mysterious ways, claimed HaRav Abermesh, and that the Messiah was near. “Is it not written in the Holy Book,” he asked his soldiers in the Army of the Faithful, “that when the most depraved men from the most depraved countries return to the Lord, the Messiah’s footsteps are heard?”

Neither Simon nor anyone else in the group knew enough Bible to answer the rabbi’s question. Nonetheless, Simon enjoyed imagining the Messiah resting on an ancient rock inside the Dung Gate, polishing his North Face hiking boots while his bare feet stretched toward the Western Wall, its Herodian stones damp from two thousand years of Jewish tears. Abermesh was an inspiration.

Before meeting the rabbi, Simon had felt torn. But now that he understood that his suffering had been caused not by his parents’ divorce when he was seven, nor by his dyslexia, diagnosed at twelve, nor even by his allergies to wheat and milk, diagnosed at sixteen, but, rather, by the Evil Inclination, he could relax. Simon stopped asking questions, returned to white bread and milkshakes, and bought a huge wooden mezuzah to hang on the doorframe of his room. Moreover, he convinced Bilha, his Iraqi landlady, to have her mezuzah checked. Sure enough, all the alephs were fading. He bought her a new scroll.

The Evil Inclination, Simon learned, was a tricky enemy, always ready to pounce. When memories from Athens, Ohio, and Kibbutz Gal-On distracted Simon from his Idiot’s Guide to Talmud, Part I by tempting him to turn on and bed buxom freshmen or Danish volunteers, he knew the Evil Inclination was afoot. On such occasions, Simon took his book, walked over to Falafel Ovadia, and ordered a laffa. The small falafel balls wrapped in the large, warm pita reminded Simon that, like them, he was wrapped in God’s loving-kindness. Falafel suppressed his Evil Inclination, at least temporarily.

On one such day in Shvat, after a heavy rain had left the air luminous as crystal, Simon spotted an American woman with his mother’s complexion sitting at a white plastic table. She was talking to a younger woman.

“After twelve years of carobs and water, the Bat Kol sent them back into the cave,” the elder explained in a teacher’s voice, “because they destroyed everything they looked at. Their studiousness proved dangerous to G-d’s world.”

This woman’s voice enticed Simon to stand next to their table, falafel and all.

“I’m Simon Bloomberg,” he interrupted. “Do you mind if I listen?”

“Bracha Finkelstein,” said the older woman. Her eyes were like deep wells. When she looked at him, Simon felt himself falling in. Surely, God had placed this woman at Ovadia’s falafel shack to help him change his life. Bracha lowered her eyes, a gesture that made Simon’s heart flutter. Her hair was black and comely as the tents of Kedar.

Bracha continued to explicate the story of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. “So they sat in the cave another year, buried in sand to their heads, naked.”

“Why naked?” the younger woman asked.

Simon didn’t care. He just wanted to hear Bracha’s voice. It tickled all the steps of his spine.

“They didn’t want their clothes to wear out. They only got dressed for daily prayers,” Bracha said.

“What did they do all day?”

The younger woman struck Simon as a nudnik, but when he heard Bracha’s reply, all negative thoughts vanished.

“They studied.”

Bracha’s intonation made Simon understand that studying was, indeed, next to godliness.

The sky that revealed unimaginable light in Shvat continued to shine for Simon through Adar. After three weeks of laffas, gemmorahs, and a raucous Purim party at the Efrata Seminary, where Bracha was studying to become a kindergarten teacher, Simon knew. Bracha was everything he had imagined when he was still a depraved kibbutz volunteer. She had studied Talmud at Stern College, one of those eastern women’s schools that Simon had never heard of until he left the Midwest for Israel. She owned an apartment in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. “I must live close to the Holy Presence,” she told Simon, when he asked why there and not Baka. She was the best student at the Efrata Seminary and, even though she had another profession, accounting, she was now preparing to fulfill her deepest longing— to guide little children into the arms of a loving God. Simon knew Bracha would want to support a husband, one who would study Talmud all day.

The fact that Bracha was eighteen years older than Simon, twice divorced, and the mother of two children in Brooklyn convinced him that she had struggled with the Evil Inclination herself, and won. Her trials had brought her firmly to the feet of the Holy One, Blessed be He.

Simon knew he could master the Idiot’s Guide to Talmud, Part I—maybe even Part II—with Bracha’s help. Her teeth were clean sheep coming up from the river. Were her cheeks not like pomegranates?

After Purim, Simon met Bracha regularly at Ovadia’s and listened to her explicate the Talmud. On the Sunday after Shabbat HaGadol, he proposed.

Why Bracha agreed to marry Simon was anyone’s guess. Ovadia ascribed it to the magic ingredients he put in his falafel balls and promised to cater the wedding.

“God has been working on this match since the parting of the Red Sea,” said HaRav Abermesh.

Bilha, the Iraqi landlady, who loved listening to soccer matches on the radio on Shabbat afternoons while eating Kurdish meatballs, told Simon he was making a tragic mistake. She forbade him to bring Bracha to her house.

“Not before the wedding and not after. Yesh lanu hozeh,” she said, as if speaking to a rooster. “We have a contract.”

Simon ascribed Bilha’s ill will to the Evil Inclination.

On a glorious day during the Counting of the Omer, Simon and Bracha rode the number 6 bus to Zion Square on Jaffa Road, walked up Street of the Lily, and leapt, like two mountain goats prancing on the cragged hills of Ein Gedi, into the Jerusalem Rabbinate. Simon negotiated with two American smart alecks hanging around the men’s room on the third floor to act as witnesses. The meeting with the officiating rabbi went smoothly, until
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