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“From the very first page of the introduction, this wonderful book gripped me by the heart. It awakened me to life’s mysterious, intoxicating beauty. Buck is a masterful painter with words. Each portrait here is a rich reminder that our journey is caressed by the unmistakable fingertips of God. What a treasure! Thank you, Buck!”


—Randy Stonehill, international CCM recording artist,
Christian Music Hall of Fame member


“What a fun read! Buck Storm takes you on an intriguing Holy Land journey as he moves though all corners of Israel—Mount Hermon in the north, Eilat in the south, En Gedi in the east, Tel Aviv in the west, and iconic Jerusalem in the middle. His descriptions and observations of Israeli people intertwined with his personal stories of his travels in the land—while tying everything into God’s Word—makes this an extraordinary page-turner!”


—Bill Perkins, founder and executive director,
Compass International


“With the heart of a songwriter and the eye of a poet, Buck Storm is unquestionably one of today’s master storytellers. I have never been to Israel, but he has managed—through these beautiful and insightful essays—to bring the best of Israel to me. Here is a book not just to be read, but to be read again and again.”


—Ann Tatlock, novelist, editor, and children’s book author


“There are many books one can read that are ‘about’ Israel, with analysis, history, dates, and facts. Buck Storm’s anecdotes bring readers ‘to’ Israel and introduce them to real people—individuals living in Israel with their own stories. Whether you are considering traveling to Israel yourself and want to know what you might experience, or you just want to see beyond the geopolitical analysis and be transported to Israel through words, I highly recommend this book. You’ll laugh, learn, and be moved by the narrative.”


—Glen Iverson, Holy Ground Explorations


“I know Buck Storm well. I’ve had the pleasure of regularly accompanying him in various music endeavors since the turn of the century, and I’ve been to Israel numerous times with some of the people he mentions in this book. As I read Finding Jesus in Israel, I can hear Buck’s voice as if he’s sitting right next to me—both of us on the back porch, feet up with a hot cup of coffee in hand. I hope that you’ll enjoy getting to know Buck, his unique voice, and his incredible perspective on Israel and her people. He has a rare gift for discovering the sacred in almost every situation, no matter how extraordinary or mundane.”


—Tod Hornby, associate pastor,
Lake City Church, Coeur d’Alene, ID


“Buck Storm draws you in right from the introduction. He brings Israel up close and personal and makes you feel like you were there with him even if you have never been! The beauty, landscape, and traditions of the land are all beautifully woven together with Buck, the people, and Jesus. The personal stories bring Israel to life. His love for this small country—with all of its history, troubles, misunderstanding, and biblical truths—is evident. And when you are done reading, you will love the place too.”


—Pastor Mike Evers, Island Christian Fellowship


“Buck Storm has an intriguing style of writing—you feel as if you are on the journey with him. I’ve been to Israel fifteen times, each time with a tour guide. Buck’s detail to the ordinary floods my mind with those images while his knowledge of the land’s culture and history is impressive. You will enjoy traveling with Buck through the Holy Land, and it only costs the price of a book!”


—Pastor Bill Stonebraker, Calvary Chapel of Honolulu


“Buck Storm’s colorful personality, unique stories, and obvious love for the Lord Jesus Christ and Israel will make Finding Jesus in Israel a delight for any reader. This book will especially be insightful to those who seek to honor Scripture by ‘praying for the peace of Jerusalem.’ May God bless all those who read this book with a closer walk with Him!”


—Dr. Tim Pollock, The Home Church, Lodi, CA


“Buck Storm is a wonderful writer in both tune and tome. Mixed with a heart for God and a love for people, his writing is both encouraging and purposeful.”


—Pastor Ben Ortize, Grace Sandpoint church, Sandpoint, ID


“Sometimes I feel sorry for those folks who visit Israel in the multiple big-bus tours or those who zoom in and out from cruise ships, because I know they will never experience the Israel that Buck Storm writes about. I love Buck’s stories and his quirky writing style (kind of reminds me of Anne Lamott). Make sure a trip to the ‘land where it all began’ is on your short list, and I pray that you, too, can have your own stories to tell!”


—Dr. Dan Stolebarger, Holy Ground Explorations


“This is not just information on a page about a special place; it is a wellspring of inspiration. Prepare to have your faith stirred in a most delightful way!”


—Pastor Robert Case, Calvary Chapel Eastside, Bellevue, WA


“I’ve visited the Holy Land six times, and every time it’s a once-in-a-lifetime experience. There’s always something new—something out of the blue—that makes me want to go again. Finding Jesus in Israel is so descriptive in bringing the land and the people alive, I felt as though I was on a personal tour with Buck Storm as the guide. After reading his book, I’m ready to go again right now.”


—Richie Furay, Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductee,
founding member of Buffalo Springfield, Poco,
and Souther-Hillman-Furay bands,
founding pastor of Calvary Chapel, Broomfield, CO


“I love reading Buck Storm’s novels because his story lines and character development are so wonderfully amazing. In reading Finding Jesus in Israel, a travelogue/memoir of Buck’s real-life adventures in Israel, the story line and character development are even more wonderful, because they are based on real-life people, places, and encounters.”


—Pastor Danny Perry, Calvary Chapel, Raymond, WA


“From the Golan to Eilat, Buck Storm will traverse ‘the land’ and march around your heart blowing his witty storytelling trumpet until the walls come tumbling down from the joy of confirming your own reservations to trek around God’s aorta on earth. As a veteran of dozens of trips and producer of several records in Jerusalem, I could smell the Za’atar spices coming off the pages. Finding Jesus in Israel is a must-read for those who have trekked the Holy Land and an appetizer for those who have pondered.”


—Paul Clark, singer, songwriter, recording artist, producer,
photographer, author, craftsman, world traveler,
follower of Jesus Christ, and friend to many


“With delightful whimsy, humor, and insertions of divine insight, Buck Storm takes us off the beaten path to explore places in the Holy Land that we would never dare to go—or even think of going. Not only did I find myself chuckling all the way through, but I discovered a strong hankering to reach for my boots and join him on the back roads.”


—Rick Bundschuh, pastor of Kauai Christian Fellowship
and author of Soul Surfer and other works
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IN LOVING MEMORY OF
WILBUR CLARENCE STORM
GIANT KILLER




INTRODUCTION


Israel: A Crossroads


This place is a crossroads. Nowhere else does David’s harp hold down the root chords to Robert Johnson’s blues. This place wrecks you and uplifts you, breaks you and inspires you. It leaves you no wiggle room. It demands your attention.


When I was first approached with the idea of writing a book about my travels to Israel, I nodded politely, dropped it on the floor, and gave it a firm kick under the rug. I didn’t mean to be rude, but while I love history, I’m no historian. I love the Bible, but I’m not a world-class theologian. I look forward to Christ’s imminent return, but I’m certainly no eschatological genius. I know several who are all of the above. I’ve worked and traveled with them. We’ve broken bread together. I respect them. But I don’t pretend to be one of them.


What I am is a songwriter. I’m a novelist with a couple of books under my belt. I’m a traveling troubadour and an observer of people…. I’m a storyteller. And truth be told, that’s why—when no one was watching—I pulled the idea out from under the rug, wiped the dust off of it, and turned it over in my hands a few times.


You see, Israel draws me.


Just when I think I’m done with the place, off I go again, winging halfway around the world. The smells, the tastes, the sights, the feel of the air…. It’s a land of extremes and a place of incredible dichotomy—exactly the stuff of which great stories are made. It’s the land of patriarchs and prophets. Of Jacob, Job, and Jesus. Of wars and rumors of wars. Of Jezebel’s dogs and jets kicking dust up off the Negev as they scream below sea level. It’s David and Bathsheba, and legal prostitution advertised on the tart cards beneath the sturdy walking shoes of tourists rushing for buses that will take them to the Garden Tomb.


This land and its people have always played a part in my life.


I grew up with Bible stories. Sunday school in the church basement offered the flannelgraph kid version, but the real impact for me came during evenings listening to my grandpa pull tales from his old King James. The stories he told weren’t about pairs of cartoon giraffes and elephants or a mellow, surfer Jesus with feathered hair. No, this was darker stuff. Battles and blood and sex and fire from heaven. Angels and devils in a great wrestling match over mankind. Here were kings and strongmen. Lion killers, prostitutes, heroes, and liars. If it had been a drive-in theater, my mom would have shoved my head down behind the back seat and told me to stay there. No, my grandpa’s Bible wasn’t rated PG-13, but in his living room I heard it unfiltered. I heard about men and women flawed to the core but loved wildly by their Creator and used for His glory.


I also heard about a shifty con man named Jacob, whose name God changed to Israel.


Israel …


Years later my grandpa finally made it to that land where so many of the stories he told took place. He returned with stories of his own, new friends, and five smooth stones from David’s brook.


To me, my grandpa was a giant killer.


When he passed, I was asked if there was anything of his I’d like to have. Without hesitation I asked for that old King James Bible.


A decade or so later, my wife and I were invited on a Holy Land tour. Off we went on our first trip to Israel, me with guitar in hand and neither of us really knowing what to expect. I was so grateful to be invited to walk through the settings of the very stories I’d heard and read all my life. Caesarea, Jerusalem, the Garden of Gethsemane, the Sea of Galilee—these places impacted me deeply. I could have left Israel satisfied and gone back to my own journey, my own tales.


But then I had a moment.


It was a very cold and wet afternoon in the Golan Heights. A soldier stood beneath the darkening sky talking to our group about an October night in 1973. It was Yom Kippur—for Jews, the holiest day of the year—and Israel was under attack. They faced overwhelming odds, an Arab coalition led by Syria to the north and Egypt to the south. The word went out for all hands on deck, and our soldier was called out of bed to fight. I listened that day in the Golan as he spoke with deep emotion of friends and brothers who gave their lives in the hills above to protect the land of both their ancestors and their children.


As his story pulled me in deeper, the sky thundered and began to rain. All around me, people grumbled, broke away from the group, and headed back to the dry warmth of the bus. The soldier still talked, but only a couple of us remained. I saw tears in his eyes. And somehow, in that moment, I knew without a doubt I would return to this place.


It hit me hard: the story of Israel—the real story—isn’t found in books. And not even in the comfortable baritone of my grandfather’s voice. Israel’s real story is written in the hearts and lives of her people. It is the unspoken tale behind a tired soldier’s eyes. It tells of a journey that grinds on—haunted, hard, and beautiful. Here was Israel. Here was Love.


Israel is beautiful. Israel is vibrant. But Israel isn’t clean. Far from it. Israel is sin, redemption, passion, and blood. At its heart, it’s human and filled to the brim with the world—people of every religious, social, and political bent. The very ones God loved so much that He sent His Son to die for. Israel is a Palestinian kid on a roof in the old city beneath stars that dance like angels. It’s the Jewish vendor in The Shuk—Jerusalem’s huge outdoor market—cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, yelling and haggling with a housewife over the price of a fish. The guy in front of a desert gas station flirting with the female tourists and hawking rides on his sleepy-eyed camel. Pilgrims soaked in vibrating ecstasy on Easter morning as they march the Via Dolorosa, the path Jesus walked on His way to the cross.


At its very foundation, Israel is the story of God’s interaction with mankind.


Me? I’m a self-admitted lousy tourist. The “back on the bus please exit through the gift shop” stuff definitely isn’t my thing. So a few years ago my wife, Michelle, and I decided to start taking a few friends at a time, rent a van, and see Israel off the well-worn tourist trails. In the pages ahead, I don’t promise facts and figures. I won’t even swear to absolute accuracy. But you will see an amazing place, meet incredible people, and experience a living, ongoing story told to the best of my recollection, from the perspective of me—my grandpa’s grandson.




CHAPTER 1


Please Exit through the gift Shop


Think what you will about the Old Testament prophets, but Zechariah nailed it 2,500 years ago when he predicted Israel would one day be a thorn in the world’s side. It’s hard to imagine a country that could take a bath in Lake Michigan being a constant in news headlines. And yet it is. Israel is nothing if not polarizing.


Over three million people visit this little chunk of geography every year, most of them joining tours specifically tailored to their particular worldview. Bus routes crisscross: these careful bubbles of contained culture pass each other on the road. Jewish tours enjoy the modern mayhem of the beach cities, and they visit Masada, the Jerusalem synagogues, the Western Wall, and Yad Vashem—the Holocaust Center with its museum and memorial. Catholics track the shrine-topped sites deemed historical by Constantine’s mother on her pilgrimage to trace the steps of Christ. Protestants and evangelicals ride tour boats on the Sea of Galilee and sing songs at the Garden Tomb. When sites are important to more than one group, people generally stick to their bubbles, astronauts on a space walk gathered around the tour guide’s flag as if it is a lifeline to the mother ship.


Now don’t get me wrong! These tours are amazing, even life changing. Israeli tour guides are without a doubt the best in the world, highly educated and truly passionate about the land and its history. Still, how do you see a whole country, even a small one, in just a week or two? How do you get a feel for the people—for their struggles, dreams, and passions? So much of Israel is bypassed simply because of time limitations, the number of tourists, and even (sometimes especially) the particular lens of your worldview glasses.


And with those glasses on, we can miss a lot of pearls while we rush to pick up stones.


One particular pearl, hidden for the most part from tourists and locals alike, is the Ramparts Walk, which is exactly what it sounds like: a trek that takes you around the narrow rampart of nearly all of Jerusalem’s Old City wall. Just inside the Jaffa Gate you can duck into the information office, grab a ticket, climb some narrow stairs, and there you are, standing on top of parapets rebuilt by Suleiman the Magnificent, a sultan during the Ottoman Empire in the mid-sixteenth century. The bullet holes that pock the walls are reminders of the generations of soldiers who’ve guarded this place. This is a path of ghosts, my friends, and it’s well traveled.


Old Jerusalem itself is divided into four general sections—Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and Armenian. Depending on which entrance you choose, you either head south past the Armenian and Jewish Quarters toward the Zion and Dung Gates, or you go north past the Christian and Muslim Quarters. Either way is fascinating. Birds flit in and out of the wall. The air smells of sunbaked stone, diesel fumes, and baking bread. On the street below, a busker sings a Dylan song in broken English. With this interplay of the old and the new, time seems to both roll by and blend into itself, giving you the impression you’re part of something bigger. The thing I love best about this land is … you can’t help being pulled out of you.


God spread a warm blanket of deep blue over Jerusalem on the day when a few friends and I took the northern route of the Ramparts Walk. I looked out across the Old City at the red-tiled rooftops of the Christian Quarter and, beyond them, at the domes and spires of the three religions that consider Jerusalem holy. The energy of the city was palpable. On a patio below, a woman lounged on a deck chair, reminding me of Bathsheba waiting for David to show. On my left, as I looked through a narrow slit in the wall, I saw modern Jerusalem sprawled over the hills, the city’s white Jerusalem stone shining in the afternoon. A grassy park butted the wall below, and a man raced by on a beautiful, white Arabian mare. Where they came from I have no idea.


We passed the Latin Patriarchate, the Vatican’s official presence in Israel, and then over the New Gate that connects the Old City’s Christian Quarter with more modern West Jerusalem. The bells above the Church of the Holy Sepulchre pealed, competing with the voices of street vendors and traffic noise. Below us, courtyards resting in the shade offered a unique glimpse into the private lives of the people who call this place home. Farther on, steep steps climbed up and over the Damascus Gate. It was here a couple thousand years ago the apostle Paul began a journey that would change not only his life but the course of world history. The Damascus Gate edges the Muslim Quarter. This is obvious because of the altitude you gain hiking the Ramparts Walk. As I moved on, low domes began to top the buildings. I imagine there are very few places left on the planet devoid of those cosmos-beam-sucking and seemingly ever-present satellite dishes.


The aroma of spices delighted us, and we heard raised voices haggle in the market. Armed Israel Defense Forces (IDF) soldiers patrolled the streets, assault rifles at the ready. A large group of them gathered in front of Herod’s Gate. I didn’t stop to see what the ruckus was about. Sometimes in life—and sometimes in Israel—it’s better to keep moving.


As we moved past a playground where the narrow walkway widened a bit, three young Palestinian boys laughed and shadow-boxed each other. I’d guess them to have been somewhere around nine or ten. As I approached, one of them flagged me with an outstretched palm. This guy was clearly the mouthpiece of the three. I took in his hole-riddled pants, worn sandals, and SpongeBob SquarePants t-shirt.


“Where did you come from?” he demanded in pretty passable English.


I motioned behind me. “Ramparts Walk. You a guard or something? Checking tickets?”


“What tickets? … I mean, where? USA?”


“Yeah. I’m from the USA.”


He moved his hand to his forehead to block the sun. He and SpongeBob peered up at me simultaneously. “New York?”


“Everyone asks that. You know there are other parts of the US besides New York?”


“Yeah, I know. Cali?” he asked.


I laughed. “Nope, not California. I’m from Idaho. You know where that is?”


He looked me up and down like this was a stupid question. “Yeah. Iowa. Are you a cowboy?”


“Sometimes.” I figured a little John Wayne street cred couldn’t hurt.


As he considered what I’d said, I could practically hear the wheels turning in this little guy’s head. He turned and pointed to his compadres. One of them held a skateboard that had seen better days. “You wanna see them ride that?”


I shrugged. After all, I was a guest here. “Why not? Where’re they gonna ride it?”


He pointed to a narrow wall slanting at a steep angle toward the street.


I shook my head. No way. “Are you saying they’re gonna ride down that? They can ride down that?”


“You wanna see?”


I have to admit I was curious at this point. “And not die?”


He nodded, eyes serious. “Yeah, they’re cowboys.”


I could smell the con, but I couldn’t help liking the kid. “What’s the catch, Tony Hawk?”


“Who is Tony Hawk? A cowboy?”


“Kind of. What’s the catch?”


“What catch?”


“I mean, why are they gonna do it?”


“No catch, Iowa. They’re cowboys.”


“Idaho.”


“Okay. You ready?”


“Are you gonna ask me for money?” Stupid question. Of course he was.


“You ready?” Good dodge. Clearly not this buckaroo’s first rodeo.


“I was born ready.”


The boy gave the signal.


I’m still not sure how they did it. I am sure several laws of physics were broken. But, no joke, both those guys managed to squeeze onto that one skateboard at the same time, and off they went. They screamed all the way down that crazy narrow ramp and landed in a raspberried but laughing heap on the asphalt at the bottom.


“What do you think?” SpongeBob said.


“I think that was 100 percent crazy, amigo. Do you ride down that too?”


In answer he held out his hand, palm up. “Give me the money, Iowa.”


“I knew it,” I said.


“American dollars.”


“American dollars? Who are you? Al Capone?”


“Yeah. Al Capone. American dollars.”


“You take shekels?”


He grinned when I dropped a few in his palm. The Evel Knievel twins were back at the top now.


“You wanna see me do it now?” SpongeBob said.


“I’m out of shekels.”


He shrugged and turned his back to me.


Go back to Iowa, sucker.


I passed on. A few minutes later I heard more screaming behind me, then laughing as the board hit the bottom of the ramp. Maybe the new mark was from Idaho like me. Or maybe Cali.


Such is Jerusalem. It’s a hardscrabble place, a lot of pain for a little gain. You watch your back, and you do what you have to do. Like anywhere else—whether Singapore, Cairo, New York, or even Iowa—people need an angle to survive.


A couple thousand years ago, just a few blocks away from where the SpongeBob gang worked the pilgrims, Jesus cried out, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!” (Matthew 23:37). The joint hasn’t changed, but neither has He. Blood and history flow ankle-deep here, but love runs even deeper.




CHAPTER 2


Kerouac, Starlight, and a Curly Haired Dog


After a long day the sun sinks into the Negev on tired wings. Nothing comes easy in the desert….


The beach city of Eilat hangs on the very southern tip of Israel like a drop of dew about to fall into the Red Sea. Egypt stretches to the west and Jordan to the east. South, across the water, the mountains of Saudi Arabia loom. The town itself is a modern place, but like everything in this part of the world, its foundations rest on hard-packed layers of history. Moses wandered here, for instance. In the Timna Valley just a few miles to the north, King Solomon mined for copper. The Queen of Sheba traveled through this area on her biblical journey to Jerusalem.


With access to both the Red Sea and the major trade routes of old, Egyptians, Nebateans, Romans, and others all have deep history here. Eilat is also Israel’s jumping-off point for visiting the mind-boggling ruins of Petra across the border in Jordan. The small group I was with booked themselves a tour to do just that, and I drove them down, planning a couple of stops along the way to see some other ruins.


It’s only a one-hour flight to Eilat from Jerusalem or Tel Aviv, but by car it’s a long, hot grind through the desert. We left Jerusalem early and headed south. The day shone clear and beautiful. Have you ever seen the desert? Well, my friend, that is desert. A hard, lifeless place. We drove hours of empty highway. Once we saw a young Bedouin boy herding goats on a hillside. Miles later, a couple of Israeli tanks out on some military exercise kicked up a tall pillar of dust. An hour after that we passed two men on camels. One waved; the other never even looked our way.


The highway rolled on.


City lights shone along the Red Sea waterfront, and the sun died completely as we—hot, hungry, and roadweary—finally pulled into Eilat. I’d booked our overnight at the Sunset Motel, a place that sounded more like Route 66 than Israel. I’d never been there, but after circling several blocks—GPS can be dicey—we finally found it. A concrete and plaster wall with a heavy wooden door hid the building from the street. I went in to make sure everything was cool while the others grabbed bags and belongings from the van.


Now, if you’re ever in Eilat and have some money in your pocket and want a nice hotel experience, there are plenty of great places, believe me. Try something down by the water—it’s beautiful there. But, if you’re on a serious budget and don’t mind rough-around-the-edges and a good dose of adventure off the tourist path, then the Sunset’s your place. The only word I can think to describe it is trippy. Think David Lynch meets Jack Kerouac, and then toss in a little Indiana Jones for flavor. Stepping into the courtyard, I found myself in another world, far removed from the dusty, desert-town street. Tree branches stretched overhead. Orange, purple, green, and blue lights splashed everywhere. The sculpted, cavelike walls had shapes molded over them—tree roots, branches, and tribal stone carvings. Low, built-in couches and tables bordered the wide patio with hookahs lining a shelf behind them. A big, curly haired dog cracked one eye open at me from its place on a wicker chair. Water dripped. I half expected to hear the theme song from Twin Peaks waft out from somewhere.


To my left, thick, varnished beams held up a shade structure. Beneath it, a young African girl manned a bar. She just stood there with arms crossed, leaning against a post, watching me. Her dress hung loosely from the straps over her thin shoulders. I smiled at her and said hello. She offered a bored blink and said nothing. I tried again, telling her I’d emailed ahead for a reservation. She said something in Hebrew. I asked her if she spoke English. She sighed and gave a shout toward the back. A male growl replied.


Enter Avi—owner, designer, and builder of the Sunset. He emerged a bit disheveled, hair askew, sandals, baggy pants, and an old tank top. He barked at the girl and, with a wave, shooed her scurrying away. Then he turned to me.


“What?” he snapped.


“Hi, I booked a reservation online—”


“I don’t know anything about it,” he interrupted, turning as if to head back into the shadows.


All I could think about at that moment were my tired travelers outside. “No, I’m telling you I booked online. I paid for four rooms on the website. My group is outside with our bags.”


Looking doubtful, he weighed the situation. He shouted, and the African girl came back. He said something in Hebrew. The girl sighed, gave me a look as if I’d insulted her family, then disappeared again.


He sighed and shook his head. You’d have thought I’d asked him to cure the common cold or help me move. “She’ll get some rooms ready.” He held out his hand. “Cash or credit card?”


“Like I told you, I paid online. The rooms are already paid for.”


He turned the volume up from three to eight. “And I told you! Cash or credit card!”


We squared off. “Look, man. I paid for four rooms. I don’t know what to tell you.”


Verbal sparring went on for quite a while, but we eventually worked it out.


Now, Avi—whom you just met—is what you’d call … let’s just say colorful. The poor guy gets a pretty bad rap in the hotel reviews. True, he yells a lot, especially if you want him to get out of bed in the morning to unlock the gate and let you out. (This request is apparently unacceptable.) But spend a little time with the guy, ask him about his motel, and he’ll warm up. He loves the place. You get the feeling it’s the guests he’s not crazy about. I don’t blame him. People can be a trial sometimes. Truth be told, I’d probably feel the same. Keep an open mind. He’s an alright guy.


Bags unloaded, rooms settled and arranged, we climbed back into the van and headed for the waterfront lights and food. The city vibrated with life; it was a calliope of color. We were all a little falafel and shawarma-ed out, so the aroma of grilling meat coming from the Burger Ranch had us circling like sharks drawn to blood. Burger Ranch—the only place I’ve ever been where you can order a hamburger the size of a pizza. Brilliant. Let me tell you, when you’re starving, the Sliceburger ranks right up there with the PillCam, USB drives, and Waze GPS. Never underestimate the genius of the Israelis.


Dance clubs, restaurants, and a waterfront midway—nighttime Eilat throbs with noise and energy, a playground for the young and young at heart. Out past the promenade the noise quieted to a dull, rhythmic thump as I stood in the dark, knee-deep in the Red Sea. Ships lay at anchor on the calm water. Across the way, the lights of Lawrence of Arabia’s Aqaba winked from just over the Jordanian border. I dialed home on my cell. It felt like heaven to hear my wife’s voice.


Later, back at the Sunset, no one felt ready to turn in. So we gathered some chairs and camped awhile beneath the patio lanterns, talking and letting the day slip away at its own pace. In a far corner, Avi sat on a worn couch chain-smoking and petting the curly haired dog. His cigarette glowed in the dark, faded, then glowed again. On a whim, I asked him to join us. I figured he’d either decline or ignore me altogether. Glow … fade … glow. At length he shrugged, lit a fresh one with the tip of his last, eased his lanky frame up, and dragged a chair over. The dog followed lazily and then sank to the concrete beside him.


Conversation, slow out of the station, gradually picked up steam, and Avi mellowed. We asked him about his motel, then about his life and history. He humored us, smoking and walking his mind back through the desert and the decades, his words laced with the struggles and joys of carving out a life in that hard land. I knew he still held his cards close to his vest—there were things he wouldn’t give up to outsiders—but we took what he offered. After all, this was history unwritten, stuff you couldn’t Google or watch on a PBS documentary. He talked through at least half a pack, and we lost track of time. At last, after the moon dropped beneath the patio wall, Avi stubbed out his last butt, saluted a goodnight, and headed for his room. The curly haired dog followed close on his heels.


The group left early the next morning for their Petra excursion. I found myself with a free day. I gassed up the van, grabbed some truck-stop coffee and chocolate croissants—the best in the world (the best croissants, not coffee)—and headed south along the western edge of the Red Sea. After a few miles I pulled a U-turn close to the Egyptian border and cruised the beaches looking for a likely spot to pass the day. Resorts, bars, and dive shops lined nearly every foot of the water’s edge.


The Red Sea’s crystal-clear water and abundant sea life is a diver’s paradise and draws scuba enthusiasts from around the world, but I wasn’t in a diving frame of mind. After days and days of travel, I just wanted my own little piece of beach and some rest. I found a parking lot with some vacant spaces and a sign promising beach access through the thatched-roof pub. The girl at the bar looked me up and down as though I had three eyes and had just parked my spaceship outside. But when I bought a couple bottles of water and gave her a good tip, I guess she decided I was okay. She only spoke Hebrew but somehow understood my question and pointed the way to the beach. Once out on the sand, I understood her surprised reaction to my presence. This was no American hangout. Pure Israeli all the way. My baggy board shorts were all by their lonesome in a sea of speedos. I found an empty beach chair, downed half my water, and leaned back for a nap. A group of elderly guys—you guessed it: speedos and shirtless—played dominos around a table. Families frolicked, children laughed, and I slept. After a while I swam a little, then slept again.
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