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Advance Praise

“No city shines and shimmers like Jerusalem, and no city pierces and burns like her. Sarah Tuttle-Singer, in her lyric and soulful prose, captures both the light and the shadows, the holiness and the heaviness, of one of the world’s most magnificent, maddening places. In a bold and deeply personal journey, she searches bustling alleyways and ancient stones, intimate rooms and holy texts, to unlock the secrets to Jerusalem’s beauty, energy, and pain, which are found, most of all, in the souls of its inhabitants.”

—Daniel B. Shapiro, Former U.S. Ambassador to Israel

“Sarah Tuttle-Singer has taken her experiences of the city of Jerusalem and crafted a masterpiece of her heart. Sarah’s distinctive voice will give you the chills on every single page as she celebrates the beauty of Jerusalem while detailing the complexity of loving a city so embattled, so diverse, and so difficult. This book is simultaneously a love letter and a declaration of frustration; a poem and a song; a masterpiece of confusion and undying affection.”

—Mayim Bialik

“Raw, dark, funny, this book brings you closer to the truth of the Old City today than any other I’ve read. Sarah Tuttle-Singer captures the sensuality, anger, and promise of the Holy City in a narrative that moves from one incredible true story to another. Her pilgrimage is intimate, irreverent, unashamed―and written with haunting beauty.”

—Rob Eshman, former editor in chief of the Jewish Journal

“Sarah Tuttle-Singer, who loves Jerusalem passionately, offers us an unvarnished, intimate, and sometimes shocking look at life within the walls of the Old City. Her stories of modern existence in ancient Jerusalem come to life through in-depth portraits of this historic city’s residents. In spite of the fact that perspectives are deeply polarized, and fear and interpersonal conflict are a constant reality, Sarah Tuttle-Singer gives us the ‘real dirt’ that shows us that co-existence is not only possible but happening each and every day. This is a hard-hitting book about hope that offers us glimmers of humanity that can help us imagine a time of peace and acceptance that, today, seems so far away.”

—Peter Yarrow (Peter, Paul & Mary)

“Sarah Tuttle-Singer’s book is a real love story, maybe even a love song, for the city of Jerusalem. In this brilliant and fascinating book, Tuttle-Singer brings us Jerusalem in all its ugliness and beauty, darkness and light, bad and good. With the honest, funny, and sad stories of her life and of the city, one can not stop reading until the end.”

—Avi Issacharoff, journalist and co-creator of the hit TV series “Fauda”

“Sarah Tuttle Singer has written a brave, honest, and fiercely personal love letter to Jerusalem. Whether you’ve lived there your whole life or have never been, she is the tour guide you want to the world’s most beautiful and broken city.”

—Daniel Sokatch, CEO of the New Israel Fund

“Part searing personal memoir, part psychic and political exploration, this is Jerusalem’s Song of Songs, an exquisitely written love poem to a city at the centre of many universes. It also marks the debut of a major new talent. Sarah Tuttle-Singer is a force to be reckoned with.”

—David Rose, contributing editor with Vanity Fair and special investigations writer for The Mail on Sunday

“Beautiful, intense, mad, exhilarating: Sarah Tuttle-Singer hasn’t just written a terrific book about Jerusalem, she’s written a book that is now a part of Jerusalem. Taking us through the back alleys of the Old City, she introduces us to its world-class characters, their dreams and fears and most of all daily lives. In Sarah Tuttle-Singer, earthy Jerusalem has found its lover.”

—Yossi Klein Halevi, author, Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor

“An intimate, bracingly honest, beautifully written memoir of life in the most captivating city in the world.”

—Peter Beinart, author, The Crisis of Zionism

“If you love Jerusalem, you will love this book. Sarah Tuttle-Singer in her life love affair with the city, new and old, people from across the political and religious divide brings it all together like only Sarah could. Jerusalem Drawn and Quartered is a rollercoaster of culture, senses, emotions, and experiences. It reads like a diary, a very personal diary with dark secrets, but reflects the holy city that is so much for so many and has so many secrets of its own.”

—Lieutenant Colonel Peter Lerner, retired IDF spokesperson

“Jerusalem Drawn and Quartered is a vivid evocation of the city in all its contradictions, showing its Jews and Arabs with their mutual fears and hatreds and contempt that do not altogether preclude moments of shared humanity. The story of the city is also the story of Sarah Tuttle-Singer, which is told affectingly, with unblinking honesty.”

—Robert Alter, author of The Art of Biblical Narrative

“Sarah Tuttle-Singer brings Jerusalem’s Old City to life like no writer before her, penning a ferocious love letter that will infuriate zealots and enthrall most everybody else. Jerusalem Drawn and Quartered is at once a biography of the tiny walled world in which a mosaic of anguished peoples struggle to coexist, and Tuttle-Singer’s own story—rollicking, wrenching, coarse, and wise.

Making several homes in the different quarters of the torn, treasured enclave over the course of a year, Tuttle-Singer creates friendships from the most unpromising encounters with people of all faiths, dreams, and prejudices. But her readiness to think well of all those she meets unless proven otherwise costs her dearly too. All of which she describes with sometimes shocking candor.

Her love for the city and its residents spills from the pages. So, too, her delight in each new discovery she makes, each new character she wins over, each new world she insists on entering.

Tuttle-Singer’s book sparkles with zest and originality: Who, hitherto, has dismissed the idea of rebuilding the Temple because they mistrust Israeli building contractors and wouldn’t want to see a revival in the sacrifice of all those “adorable” goats?

Written with too much real-world knowledge to be easily dismissed by more conventional experts, Tuttle-Singer’s book is ultimately a plea for Jerusalem, as she puts it, not to be ‘ripped to ragged pieces by those who say they love her the best.’ If there were more Jerusalemites like her, that simple, elusive aspiration might even be realized.”

—David Horovitz, Editor, The Times of Israel

“Dangerous. Seductive. Laugh out loud funny. Sarah Tuttle-Singer has created a savvy and sexy Innocents Abroad for the internet age. Tuttle-Singer’s stories are at once wildly original yet vaguely familiar, weaving nostalgia for her former life as a free-spirited moppet on Venice Beach with indefatigable optimism for peace in Jerusalem, her adopted ancestral home. Jerusalem Drawn and Quartered is a revelation and the best of the new voices covering the world’s most maddening conflict: the millennial struggle for the Holy Land.”

—James Oppenheim, co-founder and lover-in-chief of Crave Gourmet Street Food

“Jerusalem Drawn and Quartered is stunning, devastating and brimming with wisdom. Tuttle-Singer’s curiosity and courage drive her to open worlds otherwise impermeable; her tireless quest for human connection and understanding tear at your heart and make you question everything you’ve assumed to be true. Her voice is not only raw, provocative, and always honest, it is also fiercely sensitive and desperately needed in these confounding and conflicting times.”

—Rabbi Sharon Brous, IKAR

“The story leaves the stones and all who walk them in Jerusalem bare, raw and lovable.”

—Gail Doering, pastor of Danville Congregational Church
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THERE’S A STREET in Jerusalem that has two names: Al-Wad in Arabic and Ha-Gai in Hebrew. And it’s my favorite.

It runs from the north end of the Old City to the south and back again.

It’s the street that leads you from Damascus Gate to the Western Wall, the holiest site where Jews are allowed to pray.

It’s also the street where a quick turn and a step or two takes you down a little road to one of the Aqsa gates—one of Islam’s holy sites, and a spiritual and political flashpoint between Jews and Muslims. The Cardo ran underneath back in the day.

The street smells like coffee and ripe strawberries and saffron. You can buy bags of pink and blue almonds, and Christmas lights during Ramadan, to illuminate the night. There’s a guy who runs a money changing station—his voice box was removed a few years ago, but he’ll press on his windpipe and sing something by Fairuz.

There’s also a Yeshiva, heavily guarded by guys in pants and black shirts with black yarmulkes on their heads and black guns on their hips. The kids are escorted to and from the Western Wall by at least one armed guard—sometimes more, depending on how many kids and what’s happening in the news cycle. The mothers push pink strollers quickly from the front; they don’t stop, even if their baby is crying. They keep walking fast, their eyes moving left and right until they reach the Jewish Quarter. And then they stop and breathe. And buy a coffee for six shekels at Cofix.

Late at night, you can hear the guys in the Yeshiva singing.

During the day, you can hear Palestinian hip-hop or Oum Kalthoum.

Five times a day you can hear the call to prayer.

On Friday afternoons, there’s the Shabbat siren.

There are these old women from the villages outside Jerusalem who bring figs during late summer, artichokes in winter, and they sit on the street on woven rugs and sell their reapings. They look old but they probably aren’t.

Then there are the dudes who sit around and play backgammon, their bodies smushed into metal chairs. They are the masters of their own fate, the kings of the street. Until their wives call them home.

There are a lot of kids—Jewish, Arab—they’re the same ages, and they play the same games, but I’ve never seen them play together.

And then there are the Border Police who are stationed at the major intersections—they mostly point their guns down, until they don’t. I’ve seen them buy coffee from the old guy who sells juice and popsicles and other drinks one day, and then interrogate and frisk his son the next.

This is the street where there’s an indentation in one of the walls that some believe was left by Jesus Himself when he stumbled and almost fell on his way to being crucified. Although maybe the indentation is there merely because so many thousands—maybe millions—believe that that was the spot, and so day by day, year by year, we’ve helped make that indentation by placing our own faithful hands against stone.

I’ve done it. The stone feels warm.

But the part that makes me reel, the part that is hardest to understand and bends knees in humble supplication, is the intersection between Al-Wad/Ha-Gai and Via Dolorosa. Especially on Friday afternoons, and especially when the sun softens the stones and makes the street shine like seashells or fair skin.

It’s where you see it all—the Christian pilgrims carrying the cross up from Lions Gate, wafting past the shops, stopping at each station, singing, praying, sorrow by sorrow on their way to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The Muslim guys heading toward Aqsa with their prayer rugs, the young women in hijab, and moms pushing babies, buying candies, or going to pray. The Yeshiva boys heading to the Western Wall for Shabbat, and whole families—beautiful families, with six or seven kids, all dressed in their finest, their faces scrubbed and their hair shining—going to pray, too, or maybe going for a meal, or just walking together during the holiest time in the holiest place.

But it’s also around the corner from where my friend got the shit beaten out of him by Border Police when he was nineteen because his papers had expired the week before. Where a soldier the exact same age kicked him in the head. Over and over, until his face was a strawberry pulp. But when my friend looked up, that soldier was the one crying.

And this place is also around the corner from the spot where two Jewish fathers were stabbed to death by a terrorist, where they bled out on the stone street, where their injured and screaming and terrified wives were kicked and spat on by the shopkeepers.

And it’s just down the street from where I stood one night when I was eighteen, covered in my own blood.

But it’s also the street where I carried this grey kitten with the moth’s wing fur, like my two cats that disappeared, only this one was rescued by Palestinians in the Muslim Quarter, and I took him to a woman in the Jewish Quarter who is caring for it to this day. And it’s the street where the Border Police, and the Yeshiva kids, and the Palestinian merchants, and even a random priest have asked me separately and on different days, “How’s the kitten?”

It’s the street that flows from two directions where we drink coffee, where we kiss, where I looked for my mother years after her death, where I imagine my great grandmother walking with her hair blown back like seawalls, and her head held high.

It’s my favorite street because it is an injured artery from Jerusalem’s holy heart to the rest of us, and terrible things have happened, but lovely things have happened, too.

And it’s the street that I walk the most, because if you expect to find a miracle in Jerusalem, you have to start looking in a place like this where all roads—beautiful and terrible—meet.


How It Happened
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THIS IS A love story.

I didn’t expect it to be this way, but it is.

And like all love stories, it’s many other things, too—but mostly it’s a love story. It started the summer I was sixteen, when my parents sent me to Israel for the first time.

I wasn’t expecting to fall in love—in fact, I was pissed off when my mom told me they were sending me for the summer.

“No way,” I said. “I don’t want to spend my whole entire summer there.”

“Why?” she asked.

Why? Because I was fifteen, and I wanted to spend the space between ninth and tenth grade strolling the 3rd Street Promenade with Aimee and Emily. I wanted to sit by the phone and wait for Matt Johnston to (OMG please!) realize he still wanted me and call. I wanted to make out in the Century City AMC theater, and buy clothes at Forever 21, and paint my nails black, and sneak out to Mar Vista swimming pool with a bottle of Sun-In and a bathing suit my parents would never allow carefully hidden under a Nirvana t-shirt I’d wear as I left the house.

In other words, I wanted to be, like, sixteen and super original.

My mom had other plans.

She had been to Israel before she met my dad.

“It was right after we won the Six-Day War,” she had told me when I was even younger. “Jerusalem was ours again—all of it—the Old City . . . our very heart.” And I thought it was funny at the time that she said “we,” as if we’d been there, invading the Egyptian Sinai, seizing East Jerusalem and the West Bank.

“But we aren’t Israeli, Mom,” I said.

“We aren’t, but we’re Jewish . . . and Israel is our homeland.”

Jerusalem was her favorite place in the whole wide world, she told me, and my bedtime stories were about how she rode camels in the desert, and picked oranges and sweet clementines in the orchards on a kibbutz way up north, and swam in the Mediterranean amongst the ancient Roman ruins of Achziv, and sang songs around a campfire in the middle of nowhere. But mostly she told me about Jerusalem. About the nun who painted icons on old pieces of wood, and the man who fried sweet dough into little balls dusted with sugar, and the family who lived in a wooden shack on the roof of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and how each morning she’d leave a little note with a secret wish and a whispered prayer tucked into the cracks of the Western Wall.

She had only been there that one summer after the war, and she said the streets were filled with a fantastic energy, and everyone was singing “Jerusalem of Gold,” celebrating the fact that they could return to the Western Wall and explore the ancient alleyways of our forefathers and mothers . . . the places that the poets and the sages wept and dreamed over, the very place where our exile began 2000 years ago.

Of course, I know now that’s much more complicated, but at the time, this is what I knew. And as a kid, I was intrigued, and I would look at her old photos and coin collection from her weeks there, and ask her questions and listen to her stories.

Jerusalem was in her blood in other ways, and in mine too, she told me. Her grandmother, Sarah, whose name I had been given, came to live in Jerusalem nearly one hundred years before as an au pair to a rich Polish Jewish family from the town near her shtetl.

“She fell in love,” my mother said. “I don’t know much about it except that this was during the Ottoman times, and he worked for the sultan, and they would meet at midnight to kiss on a roof overlooking the Temple Mount.”

“What happened?”

“Well, the family she was working for found out and shipped her back to Poland where her parents sent her to Chicago—as far away from Jerusalem as they could send her—where she met my grandfather, your great grandfather.”

I liked that story, and I would fall asleep some nights picturing my tall, strong great grandmother with the raven hair she refused to cover tumbling down her back while a handsome man cupped her face with the same strong jaw as mine between his hands and kissed her on that roof, while a million stars shone in the sky.

But now I was fifteen, and there was the mall, and my friends, and boys, and making out behind the air vents. Israel and Jerusalem and all those old stories were ancient history to me.

But not to my mom. I remember she was sitting at the big library table in her office, wearing her stupid blue-and-white bandana that she always wore, in a cloud of blue smoke from her GPC 100 Ultra Lights.

“Oh, you’re going to Israel,” she told me while she smoked. “Besides,” she added, “you’ll meet some nice guys.”

I didn’t want to meet nice guys.

I was still heartbroken over my first guy—Matt—with the maroon Billabong shirts and the skateboard, with the shiny brown hair and shinier smile, who made hash pipes out of tinfoil with little Green Day, Soundgarden, and Nirvana stickers on the bowl.

I didn’t smoke, not then at least. But I would watch Matt’s fingers separate the blossoms from the leaves, with more dexterity than he ever showed while unhooking my bra; he would roll and fold, pack, and light, and I would watch his eyes deepen to opacity.

Then we’d kiss and kiss and kiss, and rub each other blue and pink.

But young love lasts about as long as a twelve-track CD—remember those?—and he broke up with me, and I was crushed.

My parents were those parents—curfew was 9:00 p.m., and my dad would copy down the license plate numbers of anyone I went out with. “Seatbelts!” he would bellow after us as we’d pull out of the driveway. But for some reason, my parents trusted Israel—didn’t matter that I would be gone for nearly two months, which was a whole lot of nights without curfews or parents to write down license plate numbers. But as visions of all of us singing “Hava Nagila” around a campfire floated through my mother’s head, the meta-message wasn’t lost on me: Israel was safe. Why? Because it was a country full of Jewish people who would take care of one another.
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It all started on a road off the main highway you take from the airport, heat-stricken, parched, and yellow, while the bus with the LA ULPAN sign in the window kicked up dust, as it chugged up the hill and through the gates of the kibbutz where we would be living.

That bus held 120 of us with our heavy Jansport backpacks and heavier jet lag. I was the only one on that bus who didn’t have a seat, and probably the only person on that bus who didn’t want to be there. I sat on the top step by the driver, my legs tucked up, my arms around them, and my eyes wide open.

But it wasn’t long after that bus ride that it happened.

I fell in a mad rush with Israel—in a tumble, like my first kiss behind the air vents at Century City Mall when our braces got stuck together. This was like that, sudden and shocking and out of control. It happened in Jerusalem on a rooftop overlooking everything—that mosaic stretched out before me, a mosaic of peoplehood, of faith. The mosques, the churches and the synagogues . . . each part integral, and yet just part of the whole.

It was during Havdalah services, when we welcome the new week, after one of the counselors lit the braided candle that symbolizes the wholeness of the new week, and all of us were gathered in a giant circle, singing and swaying side to side. With my two roommates on either side of me, all of us reeking like the perfume section at Walgreens, I felt engulfed in a sense of belonging that I had never known before.

This was the first time I didn’t have to explain why I didn’t eat pepperoni pizza or shrimp tempura, or why my family stayed home on Friday nights and I couldn’t go ice skating like everyone else, or why we faced east when we prayed. Everyone here already knew, because I was home.

I was always Jewish, but for the first time, my Judaism was awake and singing, and I felt hungry and full at the same time. My eyes sparkled, and my heart pounded, and I was more awake than I had ever been in my whole entire life.

And Jerusalem was the center of that—especially the Old City. Although I’ll tell you the truth, when they took us the first time to the Western Wall—when they had us close our eyes before we saw it from one of the overlooks, and told us to take a deep breath before we touch it, and when I finally put my hands against it—can I just tell you? I felt . . . absolutely nothing.

And oh man I wanted to feel something.

Because everyone said I would. From our rabbi back home with the LA Dodgers yarmulke, to my Sunday school teachers who played guitar and sang songs about Jerusalem in English, to my friends who had been to Israel, and especially my mother who had touched the wall all those many years ago.

“It’s unlike anything else in the world,” they all said.

And I felt like there was something wrong with me for feeling nothing when I touched it.

So I nodded along with everyone else when they went on about how spiritual and meaningful it felt. But honestly? I can tell you this now: I just felt a wall.

But the Old City itself thrummed with holy energy all around me—the different people passing one another between the stones, the priests and the imams and the rabbis, the women in hijab and the nuns in blue habits and the women with flowing scarves wrapped around their heads . . .that felt special, and I was in love. And the smells all around me, from the spice shops to baking bread to the crisp falafel balls to the plumes of rose-scented smoke billowing from the water pipes. . . . And the different languages, and the upturned eyes of the faithful. It was my spiritual epicenter, right there, all of it.

And I reeled with it.

I ate falafel by Jaffa Gate. I drank coffee in the big plaza in the Jewish Quarter next to a tree growing out of the stone. I saw the Armenian seminary students march toward Zion Gate in their black slacks and jackets, each step clipped and measured, their hair neatly combed to the side.

I explored the alleyways and thoroughfares that our counselors told us we could explore—the ones that were “safe enough.” Because while I was feeling this deep and powerful connection through that first summer, I didn’t yet know that there were others who cared just as deeply but in different ways.

We weren’t to meet them, though.

That was also the summer I wore cut-off shorts and scarred my knees rappelling down a mountain. That was the summer right after my braces came off. That was the summer I kissed a man who had stubble, who wasn’t worried about his AP History test, who tasted like Goldstar and Noblese cigarettes, and who would go to Gaza the morning after I slept curled up like a cat beside him in the middle of the desert.

I went back to LA and missed Israel so much it hurt, and I would dream about being back the way you dream about a lover who is out of reach. Especially Jerusalem. Jerusalem of stone and iron and Roman glass. Jerusalem of spices and smoke from the hookah pipes. Jerusalem of shofars and Sabbath candles. I would troll Ventura Boulevard where all the Israelis hung out, meeting guys with shaved heads and a lot of jewelry who smelled like sun and sex. There was Itsik who always knew stuff, and Arik who always got stuff done, and Eli who had seen too much.

And then there was Moti, but we don’t talk about him because he’s in jail.

I spent my Saturdays writing letters to the Israeli friends I had made—Elad with the purple hair in Tel Aviv, Daniel who lived on the kibbutz where we had stayed, Yuval who was in a special forces unit in the middle of the desert, Elinor who kissed her Bon Jovi poster every night before going to sleep.

I guess she was my best friend in Israel because I met her on a week-long exchange, and I stayed in her apartment with her parents and brother, and I slept next to her in her bunk bed, and we put on the same purple eyeliner and black tank tops, and we would hang out with the other kids our age and smoke cigarettes and drink coffee, and I felt all grown up.

She lived in Migdal HaEmek, a dingy little city in the worn seam of farmland country. A land of wheat and corn and maybe strawberries, where the air smells like manure and diesel and rotting fruit. Too far from the sea on either end, not close enough to the mountains or any river worth mentioning, Migdal HaEmek just sits there with a few pizza places and a bunch of kiosks one after the other, and an old park with rusted swings and a slide that smells like tetanus. But that’s where I stayed with Elinor, where there were no camp counselors or curfews, where I watched the sun rise with a bunch of Israelis my own age who were two years shy of the army. We didn’t know it then, but one of them would come home one weekend on leave and shoot himself in the face.

I loved Migdal HaEmek almost as much as I loved Jerusalem because it felt like a real part of Israel where no one really spoke English, and these were just ordinary folks who were building cities brick by brick and planting things seed by seed.

My parents were right—Israel was good for me. My skin was clearer in Israel. My muscles stronger. My allergies disappeared.

But during the school year, back in California, I lived a half life, sleeping through each day, dreaming. I yearned for the smell of fish heads and parsley in the shuk, the way the light hit the Jerusalem Stone or the waves of the Mediterranean. I craved salt and earth and all the things that I had felt when I was in Israel, barefoot in the fields, or sleeping in the desert. I missed my friends, especially Elinor, and I missed staying out all night at the scrap metal park in the middle of that gritty little city.

I didn’t have many friends in high school. I was the girl with the frizzy hair and the bad skin, the girl who sat with the cafeteria manager because no one else wanted to sit with her, the girl who never got invited to the parties, and was pretty much invisible on a good day, or harassed, shoved, and tripped in the halls on a bad day.

I didn’t fit.

But in Israel—especially Jerusalem—I wasn’t the fish flopping on the shore, or the cat thrown into the deep end. I made sense.
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I went back to Israel again the next summer and the next. The summer before my senior year—the summer my mom started getting stomach aches and going to the doctor, before they knew that a tumor the size of a grapefruit had wrapped itself around her left ovary and fallopian tube, the summer before I took my SATs and applied to universities, that last summer when I knew what each Monday would look like—every feeling, every hope, every thought squeezed down into a tiny little ball of desperate wanting, and I found it in Jerusalem.

And that was the summer that I ran away to Jerusalem from Migdal HaEmek because it was the only place I could go after what happened, happened.

Because Jerusalem was the only place that felt safe, that felt grounding. The name literally means City of Wholeness—Eer Shalem—and after what happened, I needed to feel whole again.

It happened because it was night and I had just gotten off the phone with my mom who tried to hide the pain in her voice when I asked how her stomach was feeling, but I heard it and I knew that something was wrong, and when I got off the phone, this guy who wore the same cologne as my ex-boyfriend started talking to me. We met the summer before, and the summer before that, he said, and didn’t I remember?

Kind of.

“You’re Sarah from Los Angeles,” he said. “Everyone knows who you are.”

And I felt like I was home.

He had a little silver stud in his eyebrow, and he was tall and thin, and on leave from the army, and when he told me he had some pictures from the time we all hung out at the pizza place near the park, I said Yalla, I’d love to see them.

“I live just around the corner,” he said, so I went with him.

(“Maybe you’ll meet someone wonderful,” my mother had said.)

I’m pretty sure I would have kissed him, except when we got to his house, I hit my head on a low beam, and the world went white and silent. I woke up on a rumpled bed, the long peasant skirt I borrowed from my mom hiked up around my waist and my thighs wet and sticky.

I got up slowly. My head hurt and everything I saw was in little pixels like stars coming into focus.

He was dressed and sitting at the tiny kitchen table when I found him drinking tea, a steaming cup across from him at the empty seat.

He looked older than he did when I followed him home, and his skin was pockmarked, and his nails dirty.

“What happened?”

“Nothing,” he snapped. “You hit your head. I helped you lie down.”

But he wouldn’t look me in the eye. I drank my tea and he drove me back to Elinor’s house a few blocks away.

He didn’t even show me the pictures he said he had.

“What happened?” I asked again when we he stopped the car outside of Elinor’s place, the light from the streetlamp yellow and jaundiced on him.

“I told you, nothing happened. You’re fine.”

I wasn’t fine, but I didn’t know what happened so I went up the stairs, my head pounding and my skin rancid.

I wasn’t fine, but I didn’t know what happened, so I took a shower until my whole entire body turned red and pink like hamburger meat.

I wasn’t fine, but I didn’t know what happened, and suddenly I was very tired.

“What happened?” Elinor asked me, and I couldn’t answer.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I said to myself, because I just knew that whatever happened, it must have been my fault. I shouldn’t have gone with him. I shouldn’t have been there.

The next day at dawn when the sky was the color of a bruised peach, I took my suitcase and snuck out of Elinor’s family’s apartment without saying goodbye, and I rode to Jerusalem, because it was my favorite place, and my mom’s favorite place, and going there seemed like the only thing I could do to make sense of everything I knew, and everything I couldn’t remember.

[image: image]

The bus lurched to the Central Bus Station in the middle of a hot and heavy Friday afternoon a few hours before Shabbat.

You have to understand something about Jerusalem: There is only one city in the world where you really feel Shabbat. And that’s right here. Signs are posted everywhere with Shabbat times. Everyone knows when Shabbat comes in because a citywide siren announces it. And everyone knows when it goes out because the shops open and public transportation starts up. There’s a rhythm to Shabbat in Jerusalem like nowhere else on earth.

But before it happens, there’s this crazy kinetic energy in the air, and everyone is running around like kosher chickens with their heads cut off trying to get the last-minute ingredients for their meals before the stores close, and everyone is yelling about prices and parking spaces, and pushing each other out of the way, but also shouting, “Shabbat shalom!” which makes it all okay. The whole entire world outside the Central Bus Station on that hot August afternoon smelled like challah and zatar and candle wax.

And everyone had somewhere to go . . . everyone except me. I stood there in that filthy peasant skirt and my black tank top, carrying a suitcase without wheels, there in the hot August sun, baking against the Jerusalem Stone, and I wanted to cry.

I had 150 shekels in my wallet, which was less than fifty bucks back then. I had a plane ticket home for the following night, too, but nowhere to go right then. I felt light years away from my parents, and AP History class, and homework, and my curfew. The only thing that existed in that moment was my suitcase, the clothes on my back, and this little corner of the universe that was closing in on me.

So I did the only reasonable thing I could think of. I started walking east, the sun over my shoulder, toward the Old City, because that’s where I had fallen in love with this place the first time, and I needed to remember.

It seemed like a good idea at the time, but remember the suitcase had no wheels, and I was tripping over that stupid soiled peasant skirt, and my whole body was aching in the hot sun, and every step measured with fatigue and anguish. But each step took me further from the rottenness of the night before, and closer to Jerusalem.

I saw Gideon by Jaffa Gate, leaning under a palm tree, only I didn’t know his name yet. He had a joint in his mouth, and he was picking out “Jerusalem of Gold” on this old beat-up guitar that was nowhere near in tune. The case by his feet was open, and there were a few shekels in it, and a book titled Jerusalem’s Guide to Hostels, or something like that.

He was wearing a shirt made out of hemp cloth, and torn jeans, and those leather Jesus sandals, and had a Phish yarmulke on his head. He smelled like weed and patchouli.

He reminded me of Jewish summer camp, and that first summer in Jerusalem. He reminded me of the sixties, like my mom’s summer in Jerusalem all those years ago.

I sat down with him, and said, “Hi, I think I’m supposed to follow you.”

“Groovy,” he said. “My name is Gideon.”

“I’m Sarah.”

“Like Sarah Imenu, Sarah our Mother,” he said in American Hebrew, referring to the biblical Sarah.

“You’re making me sound old,” I said.

“No, Holy Sister! Sarah Imenu is where it’s at. She is the ultimate Woman of Valor who went forth from the land of her birth with her husband Abraham on a journey of danger, and of faith, to this very land on which we are sitting.”

He patted the pockmarked grass next to him, the color of old pee—the same grass where a crumpled bag of potato chips lay baking under the hot August sun a few feet away. “This is holy land, dude,” he said. “People should fucking treat it that way.” He picked up the trash, tucked it in his pocket, put the guitar in the case, closed it, stubbed his joint out on the side of the palm tree, and reached his hand out to me.

I took it, and we walked through Jaffa Gate, and into the Old City.

It was nearly sunset by then, and the afternoon had turned to honey, and there were actual shadows to walk through, and for the first time all day, I didn’t want to tear my skin off.

“There’s this place up here,” he said, pointing to a quick turn down an alley, and then another one, and another where there was an old staircase past a surly guy selling scarves that fluttered in a rainbow. “It’s only five shekels to sleep on the roof. You down?”

Sure. Why not? One hundred and fifty shekels minus five for one night, and also, I thought about my great grandmother and the man who kissed her on a roof. Maybe it could be the same roof. (“You might meet someone wonderful,” my mother had said.)

And something about sleeping under the Jerusalem moon and a million stars felt wild and free, and also safe—like, the complete opposite of that stale room with the rumpled sheets, the dingy room in that cramped little town. Jerusalem was the wellspring, and I would be reborn underneath the sky.

Because that summer I was eighteen, half woman, half child, a little broken in places, and seeking wholeness. I felt saturated and electrified by every experience, and I wanted to live it all as fully as possible. Both the awful and the beautiful.

So I did.

I wasn’t expecting to walk up a narrow staircase and walk into another world, but I did that, too.

The room was sky blue, and the entire eastern wall was a glass window overlooking the rooftops of the Old City, just like the view I had seen that summer two years ago when I stood on the roof with all those other Jewish-American kids and lit the Havdalah candle.

The main room was strewn with Bedouin rugs, and there were hookah pipes, and a whole bunch of people just sitting und smoking and talking, popping sunflower seeds, drinking coffee.

And there was music—Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone.” And it felt exactly like that.

The rooftop was perfect and I sat there for seconds—or maybe hours, doesn’t matter—while the sky deepened, and the stars came out over the Old City. I heard the Shabbat siren, announcing that the Jewish Day of Rest was beginning. I heard church bells peeling from one of the steeples. I heard the Muslim call to prayer echo across each stone and each rooftop. I breathed deeply for the first time since I had woken up on those rumpled sheets, and I was free.

The guy behind the front desk was named Jono—he had tattoos snaking up and down his arms, and there were track marks along the veins. He had a sunken face, except for his chin that jutted out and just dared you to punch it. I am sure no one ever did because he also had these eyes that were two hot coals, and there was no way to tell the difference between his pupils and his irises.

His girlfriend, Rachel (“Rachel Imenu!” Gideon had said when he met her, “Rachel our Mother!”), was older than him, with tired blue eyes, and a smile that made her look a lot younger.

“Let’s get a drink,” he said. And since you could drink legally at eighteen, I choked down Arak at a dusty little hotel bar just inside Jaffa Gate.

Jono was divorced.

“We used to live on a kibbutz,” he said. “I moved here from Brooklyn, and met my wife, the fucking bitch. She ran off. She took the kids.”

“Wow, that sucks,” I said.

“Yeah, if I ever see her again, I’ll kill that bitch myself.”

“You don’t really mean that, do you?” I said.

He laughed, and his eyes were dead.

(Now that I’m a mother all these many years later, I know he meant it.)

Rachel squeezed his hand.

Gideon kept Shabbat, so he had gone to the Western Wall for candle lighting and prayers, and I had decided to explore the Old City with Jono and Rachel.

It was a good time to be in Israel.

Even though the Land is often marked by violence—almost everyone you’ll meet, Jewish or Arab, knows someone who was either killed or maimed in a terror attack, a war, a demonstration, or reprisals—1999, unlike the terrible years before and the terrible years that would follow, was a little easier on everyone.

People in the region were still optimistic that peace between Israelis and Palestinians was just around the corner. Any minute we would get our act together and reach an agreement. Israel was still reeling in the aftershock of Rabin’s assassination, and yet still hopeful that the handshake between Rabin and Arafat on the White House lawn really meant something.

So yes, it was a good time to be in Israel. It felt so good that I didn’t think twice about strolling through Jaffa Gate that Friday night with Jono and Rachel, hooking a right around the ancient walls of the Old City, and toward Damascus Gate.

“It’s called Damascus Gate because back in the day when you’d walk out of it from the Old City with your camels or donkeys and head straight, you would reach Damascus,” Rachel explained as we walked along the walls. “It’s really cool. Have you been in the Muslim Quarter?”

“No, not yet.” I said. “They didn’t let us go there on my trip.”

“Well, girl, you’re on a different trip now,” she laughed. “Explore!”

They kissed me goodnight—each on each cheek—and headed up toward the bars on Jaffa Street.

I continued to follow the walls of the Old City.

Rachel was right.

Damascus Gate was like something out of a fairy tale where knights slay dragons while princesses watch from high turrets. The moon was rising and the gate gleamed pearly white, and I could smell Nutella crepes and hot corn.

I squinted my eyes and pictured how it must have looked nearly a century before when my great grandmother was there—with camels and donkeys, instead of kids on skateboards, and soldiers standing guard, their guns pointed at the ground.

I walked down the path toward the gate and then . . .

And then . . .

I don’t remember. Really, I don’t remember, because my body lurched forward, and I was nearly splayed across the stones. My left shoulder throbbed, and then searing pain spread down my neck from the back of my head.

I smelled blood. I reached back to touch my head, and it was wet and sticky and smelled like the bottom of a river.

And I was back in that house in Migdal HaEmek, the world turned white, my head exploding, just frozen and lying there, unmoving, and being torn apart from the inside.

I got hit again, twice? Ten times more?

What did it matter, I was back on that bed, not remembering, but reliving it in my skin and my bones, each breath measured only to breathe and get through it.

I don’t remember, except there were so many people—mostly men. They seemed grownup to me, but I’m remembering this through the eyes of an eighteen-year-old who was terrified. Maybe if it happened now, I’d see they were just young boys, same age as I was. Maybe even younger.

I do remember that instead of running away from the gate, I ran toward it, and into the Muslim Quarter. The gates aren’t straight shots—you go through and you basically hit a wall, and you either turn left or right. I turned left. There was Arabic scrawled all over the walls, and it looked spidery and dangerous and to this day I have no idea what it said except it was written in crimson, like the blood on my fingers from the wound in the back of my head. Music throbbed from different shops, and people were shouting and laughing, and everyone was pushing and shoving through that narrow little passage, and I smelled smoke, and I had no idea where the fire was, or if I was just imagining it, and I couldn’t remember what had happened, and my thoughts were stuttering in loop between waking up on that filthy bed, and standing at Damascus Gate covered in blood, and that’s all I was . . . broken.

There were so many people all around me, and I pushed through them without seeing, my legs tangled in that stupid peasant skirt, until I found two soldiers and said in English, “Help me.” And they walked me out of the gate, and up toward Jaffa Street where I sat for a long, long time and cried for even longer.

“Stupid stupid stupid,” I said to myself just as I had the night before. Because this, too, must be my fault.

That was my last summer in Israel for a very long time.

The night in Migdal HaEmek that I still can’t remember even now—except in that never-ending spool that something terrible happened, something terrible happened, something terrible happened—and then the night right after where I was pelted with rocks and bled in the shadow of the Old City, had shaken me.
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