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For my friends and foes – our hope is not yet lost.


PART I

The Bombing


1


The force of the blast tore through the ceiling, blew out doors, tossed tables across the cafeteria. Salt shakers, plastic trays, and barbed nails were sent flying. And after the flying, there was wailing. And after the wailing, anarchy, as students in torn khakis and hijabs scrambled over the splintered tables. After that, they say people began stuffing pages from their Hebrew exercise books into the wounds.

Three weeks before the bombing, a Palestinian man from East Jerusalem named Mohammad Odeh had scouted the campus of Hebrew University perched high atop Mount Scopus. Odeh noted students’ patterns of activity. He noted their eating behaviors, where they congregated, always checking the clock, calculating precise times and places. Then, as he approached the cafeteria entrance – the doors invitingly propped open – he watched those seated within and listened to a mix of Hebrew and the Western tongues of summer exchange students. He considered the oblivious mass of humanity, nodded internally and decided, yes, this is the place where it will occur.

Nobody noticed. Nobody noticed the day before Odeh struck, when he hid behind a bank of bushes, scaled one of the university’s barrier fences, and buried a backpack stuffed with explosives, nails, and quarter-inch bolts under some brush. And the next morning, nobody noticed as he flashed his Jerusalem identity card, passed through security wearing cologne to mask the scent of explosives, retrieved the backpack and slung it over his shoulder.1


He intended to kill Jews and Americans. We were both, far from home, newly married, living in Jerusalem. Graduate students being stalked.

They say we were targets.

The moment the bomb’s rippling rings expanded past the cafeteria’s broken frame – the reverberations widening, traveling along electromagnetic waves reaching for T.V. antennas, hopping from house to house until reaching mine – the moment it was learned, this thing, this bombing, everything changed. Words shifted and language folded in upon itself. There was nothing anyone could have done. ‘Pesto’ became blood. ‘Cafeteria’ became detached limbs, a head face down. ‘Capri pants’ turned into third-degree burns, percentages of the body covered, skin grafts, recoveries.

This is what I mean:


Capri pants: On the morning of July 31, 2002, a Wednesday morning, a summer morning in Jerusalem, Jamie awoke and quietly put on her Capri pants, trying not to disturb my insomnia-induced stupor. Curiously, she did not choose shorts that morning, though outside it would reach 95 degrees Fahrenheit before 10 a.m., and she didn’t choose jeans, despite being accustomed to dressing rather modestly. Instead, she chose this pair of cropped trousers, the material appearing to have been inadvertently shrunk in the dryer, a hybrid article of clothing I’d always found slightly absurd.

The evening before, Tuesday evening, Marla had come to our apartment carrying Hebrew workbooks and a concerned look. It was a look Jamie mirrored. The two were taking a Hebrew language class at the university during its summer session, and were bracing for a pivotal exam the next day, an exam they would need to pass in order to graduate with an M.A. in Jewish Education.

Still, that evening felt strangely buoyant and light, the air unusually crisp for a Jerusalem summer. A breeze carried the cries of stray cats and kids cursing in Hebrew through our open window as we sat at a large oak table, Hebrew dictionaries strewn everywhere, studying. Watching them, I thought, They are beautiful. And they were. Jamie with her straight, sandy brown hair occasionally falling across her face, obscuring green eyes moving right to left, eyes that trapped me immediately the first time I saw them. And Marla, with her dark curls unfurling around a radiant smile. They were both glowing.

But the Capri pants. While I slept, Jamie dressed and caught a taxi, something she did every morning that summer. It was quicker than public transportation; it saved time. At least, this is what we told ourselves. In truth, we were nervous that a bus might suddenly explode. We’d seen it so many times on the news, the frame buckling, the steel skeleton exposed and scorched, the television crews swarming, the spotlights, the ambulances flashing red.

So she took a taxi.

Class convened at 8 a.m., a final session before the exam that afternoon. Jamie and Marla decided to cram over a hot meal during the break and headed toward the Frank Sinatra Cafeteria near the university’s Rothberg International School. It was the first time they had eaten on campus that summer, being accustomed to returning home each day after class for lunch and an afternoon of conjugating verbs. Hayah. It was. Y’hiyeh. It will be.

Just after 1 p.m., with their test slowly encroaching, Jamie and Marla waited in a crowded line, grumpy and frazzled. They spotted Ben, a stout friend who learned Torah by day and spun records as a DJ by night in darkened, West Jerusalem clubs, his body bouncing to jungle rhythms that pulsed until dawn, his tzitzit (tassels) swaying from his waist amidst the filtered light.

They grabbed three trays of kosher food and sat near the front to eat, not far from the cash register, centrally located.


Cafeteria: Mohammad Odeh lived in East Jerusalem’s Silwan neighborhood, just south of the Old City’s Western Wall and Al-Aqsa Mosque, where he shared a home with his wife, five-year-old son, and infant daughter.

That Wednesday at dawn, Odeh must have awoken to the muezzin’s amplified adhan – the Muslim call to prayer – as it echoed through the Gihon Valley. He then likely washed his face and kissed his sleeping children before donning a pair of jeans and a polo button-down shirt, clothes that gave him the appearance of a university student. Suitably disguised, he then trekked to Shchem Gate just outside the Old City and waited for Wa’al Kassam, the leader of a Hamas cell composed solely of Jerusalemites who would take him to Hebrew University.

Weeks earlier, Kassam had arranged a private meeting between Odeh and the terror cell’s general, Abu Moaz. The general, impressed, recruited Odeh into the fold and asked that he suggest a target for the cell’s next attack: a test for the new recruit. It was a test Odeh passed. He mentioned he had previously worked as a contract painter at Hebrew University – that he knew the campus well. He even still had in his possession an official entry card. Immediately, Moaz approved plans for an attack, and Odeh was ordered to fix upon an exact time and place to strike.

After several days spent testing the entry card and scouting the university grounds, Odeh set his sights upon a cafeteria, adjacent to the Rothberg International School, frequented by Israelis and a significant population of foreign students, mostly American. It was a place Palestinian students, of which there were many, would be less likely to dine. He then walked along the university’s barrier fence, noticed a section facing the village of K’far Issiva that was unusually low, and lingered for a bit. After a time, with no security visible and very little traffic, Odeh decided it would be the ideal place to move a bomb onto campus.

On July 30, a bomb was prepared in Ramallah and placed in a black backpack. It was then transferred to East Jerusalem, where that evening Odeh picked it up, traveled to the university, jumped the barrier fence, and hid the bomb under some shrubs. He worked quickly in the dark. And just as quickly, he was gone.

The next morning around 8 a.m., when Kassam arrived at Shchem Gate in his car to pick up Odeh, the two stopped briefly at a kiosk to buy two items: a Hebrew-language newspaper and cologne. Odeh sprayed his hands and arms with the cologne as they skirted the eastern edge of the Old City in Kassam’s car, the Dome of the Rock rising to their left, mirroring in miniature the Mount of Olives to their right. They passed through Wadi al-Joz and climbed Mount Scopus – the university at its summit – the car struggling, downshifting toward the campus’s western entrance.

When they arrived, Odeh hopped out and walked toward university security – a booth surrounded by chain-link fence and barbed wire – where officials waited with metal detectors and wands. Having handled explosives the previous evening, he must have been nervous. I imagine Odeh fidgeted with his scented hands, moving them in and out of his pockets while standing there, waiting with a collection of students, some of whom he would soon tear open. His skin was steeped in the cologne to mask the scent of any explosive residue that might remain – residue the wands wanted, residue the wands failed to find.

It was early, perhaps around 8:30 a.m., when Odeh entered campus. He headed straight for the bushes, grabbed the bag, walked quickly to a utility closet, and set it down among cans of paint and rollers. Shielding his activity by closing the door slightly, he opened the bag and wired a cell phone to the bomb. Finished, he sprayed the bag with cologne, closed the closet, and “passed time.”2


Around 1 p.m., Odeh returned to the closet, grabbed the backpack, and walked directly to the cafeteria’s main entrance, newspaper in hand. It was probably not his intention to drape the day’s edition over the bag, shielding it from view under a mound of newsprint; that would have drawn attention, been conspicuous. Instead, he must have thought, Fold it, knowing that a newspaper resting upon an abandoned backpack indicated an item to which one would soon return. He hoped nobody would notice the bag perched alone, unattended. Hoped nobody would think, Hefetz hashud – suspicious object.

After entering the cafeteria, he looked around – the bag slung over his shoulder – and spotted an empty table near the front. The place was full. Bustling. It was easy to blend in. Gliding past students he placed the bag on a table unnoticed, the folded news paper balanced on top.

Then, he was gone, disappearing into Kassam’s car, where he fingered the cell phone and hit “send.” The phone ringing.3



Capri pants: After finishing their meals and failing to notice the abandoned backpack on the table next to them, Jamie and Marla decided to hang out and study. Only there was little motivation to do so, full as they were from the meal, and fatigued, with Ben still finishing up his lunch before heading to the gym. Finally, after procrastinating for as long as possible, Jamie decided to cram in one last study session, bent over, reached for her workbook on the floor, her head shielded below the table’s flat, Formica surface as she reached and reached and – when the bomb exploded, Jamie was thrown against the floor. Her clothes and skin scorched by the explosion’s flash. Her body punctured by shards of metal as people screamed and ran through the shattered glass, stepping over bodies and fettuccini and downed picture frames.

Jamie shook her head, sitting on the ground, dazed.


Cafeteria: Odeh pressed send, called the bag. And the world ended. Began again.


Pesto: When the phone rang at home, I was eating spaghetti with sun-dried tomato pesto. Red-tinged olive oil dripped down the strands of steaming pasta, my lips greasy. Smacking.

I paused and answered, “Hello?”

“David? This is Esther. Jamie’s here with me. There was an explosion at the university, but I just want you to know she’s fine. Okay? She’s fine.” [Click.]

I was still chewing, twirling the fork, and knew I didn’t know an Esther, didn’t know what she was talking about. After a few seconds, puzzled, I thought, That was nice of her; thought, There must have been some kind of electrical explosion; thought, Keep eating.


Although I’d lived in Israel for two years, had been anticipating this, fearing it, I was oblivious. An electrical explosion. As though people routinely called strangers to alert them of transformers on the fritz or wires sparking overhead. But as I continued to eat lunch, the beginning of unease, the sense that something was off, crouched silently.

I turned on the T.V.

Nothing. Channel 2 was showing its daily Spanish soap opera with Hebrew subtitles. I ate.

Then, ten minutes later, the news broke in. A man saying the word piguah – terrorist attack. Then a map. A star in the center. The words, Frank Sinatra Cafeteria, the words, Hebrew University. Ceasing to chew, I thought, Not an electrical explosion; thought, She’s fine. She’s fine; thought, Why didn’t Jamie call herself?

Then the phone rang again.

“Hello?”

“David. This is Esther. Jamie’s okay. But she’s lightly hurt. They’re taking her to the university hospital. She wants you to meet her there.” [Click.]


Lightly hurt. She was still fine, I thought, probably just some cuts and bruises. A scrape here or there. Skinned knee. Sprained ankle. I didn’t rush. I called our program’s dean to let him know what had happened, gathering some clothes, saying into the phone, “Lightly.”

The dean’s voice was quiet on the other end. He knew, after living in Israel for decades, that the word “lightly” when conjoined with “injured” did not mean “she’s fine.” Finally, he asked, “David, what does that mean, ‘lightly’? What did they say?”

“I don’t know,” I answered as tears suddenly welled and stuck in the back of my throat, feeling the fight, the flight. I was lost. In over my head. Clueless. I hung up the phone, threw it against a wall, and began packing. Frantic, I sprinted down a flight of stairs, ran to the street, and flagged down a cab.

The driver rolled down a window, leaned over, and smiled through a cigarette.

“Where to?”

“The university.”

“Sorry. Impossible. Place is blocked off.”

I opened the door and got in anyway. Slammed it shut. “Look. My wife was injured in the attack. She’s at the hospital. I don’t care how you do it. But you get me there. Now. Drive on the sidewalk. Down one-way streets. I don’t fucking care. You just get me there. Understand?”

“No problem.”


Capri pants: Jamie shook her head on the floor, blinded temporarily by the blast, then heard the movement of feet and realized what must have happened – terrorist attack. She followed the shuffling sounds around her, first stepping, then running over broken glass with bare feet, her shoes having been blown off by the force of her trajectory. When she escaped into the sun-drenched courtyard, she was screaming. Loudly. So loudly that a student, a guy wearing a UCLA shirt, grabbed her and held her tightly, just trying to get her to shut up as Jamie said, “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.”

The UCLA shirt guy lifted Jamie and carried her across the cobblestone, her burned flesh illuminated by an unforgiving sun. Without a word, he placed her beneath an awning next to those already lined up, injured, waiting for attention. And then he was gone. She was alone. Emergency personnel swarmed around her. People lay on the ground bleeding around her as I ate spaghetti, enjoying the afternoon light streaming in through our apartment windows.

As Jamie lay there, alone, someone approached, stood over her, and peered down into her face. Jamie said, “Esther, it’s me.”

“Who are you? I don’t know you.”

“It’s me. Jamie. From Hillel.”

Esther worked for Hillel at Hebrew University. After hearing the blast, she had jumped from her desk and raced across the courtyard toward the sound. Jamie, who years earlier had worked for Hillel at Washington University in St. Louis, knew Esther, a former colleague, a colleague who, scanning bodies, had discovered Jamie lying on the ground just as the paramedics reached her. They began cutting off sections of her charred pants, everything from the calf down badly burned. Capri pants. They cut, trying to remove smoldering cloth from her burns, trying to determine how far the burns extended. And as they worked, Jamie felt embarrassed, not wanting to be exposed – felt vulnerable as they roughly calculated that thirty percent of the body had been burned, roughly categorized her as “lightly injured.” Then they moved on to the next victim in line.

Esther crouched down and promised to stay with Jamie when she began complaining of a stomach ache, the first sign of internal injuries, a sign that she needed to be upgraded from “lightly” to “moderately.” Esther grabbed some rescue workers, said, “She needs help,” as Jamie continued to believe in the idea of “lightly.” She did not understand the burns. She did not understand the shrapnel. She thought, as I did upon receiving that first call, Just some cuts, some scrapes. When the paramedics saw pools of blood coalescing around her abdomen and realized something was wrong internally, Jamie argued with them as they moved her to where the moderately injured were lined up, saying, “No, no. Lightly. I’m lightly injured.”


2


I met Jamie immediately after moving to Bloomington, Indiana, for my first job out of college, a fellowship at Indiana University’s Hillel Center, the cultural home for Jewish student life on campus. It was the autumn of 1997. I had just completed an undergraduate degree in English literature from the University of Georgia, a degree that, naturally, had prepared me for a career in Jewish community service.

My job was simple: find Jews on campus disengaged from Jewish life and engage them. So I hosted Rastafarian Shabbat dinners, organized indie concerts, and established a “Matzo Ball Soup Hotline” for sick Jewish students – preparing gallons of the stuff for delivery – all in the name of connecting with Jewish students on the periphery.

In essence, my job was to find Jamie. And on a Saturday afternoon in early September, not long after my arrival in Bloomington, I found her.

The air that day was crisp, smelling faintly of barbeque and crushed leaves. Thousands of students were milling around Memorial Stadium, where Indiana was preparing to host Ball State in the football team’s home opener. Street vendors lined the sidewalks, grilling bratwurst and hotdogs. Coeds pranced in parking lots holding plastic cups and wearing the school’s colors, crimson and cream. Groups of clean-cut men chanted their spirited rites.

I walked past all of them on my way to share a Shabbat meal with the local Chabad rabbi at his home. It was a clumsy attempt to familiarize myself with the competition, for the rabbi was a member of an orthodox outreach organization that proselytized to non-religious Jews, hoping they’d drop the pork, don a yarmulke or long skirt, and preface every sentence with Baruch HaShem – blessed is the Lord.

I knocked, standing before Chabad’s large, wooden front door. A voice bellowed “Gut Shabbos” – Good Sabbath – so I let myself in. When I crossed the threshold, a liminal space that would separate past from future, Jamie was standing before me. She was wearing a summer dress, a cotton shawl draped over her arms and shoulders. Her green eyes flashed a look of expectant curiosity before she tucked her chin into her shoulder, eyes angled down, averted, a suppressed smile on her lips. I felt a sensation rising from the pit of my stomach, as though the house was a roller coaster making a precipitous descent.

An orthodox woman pointed and said, “This is Yosepha – she’s a student.”

Yosepha is the feminized version of the Hebrew Yoseph, or Joseph. It was like being introduced Davidina or Johnette. I was amused.

After the introduction, Jamie was whisked into the kitchen, where she spent much of the afternoon helping the rabbi’s wife prepare and serve food for Shabbat lunch. Once the meal was served and we were all seated, eating, the rabbi began peppering me with a series of questions. While answering them, I stole glances at Jamie. I watched her eat, watched her straight hair shift around her face to the subtle rhythms of her movements, fingers twirling a fork, a napkin touched to mouth, a water glass tilted, emptied.

When the rabbi and his wife made a rare, simultaneous move to the kitchen, leaving the two of us alone, I finally leaned over and spoke my first words to her, asking, “Is Yosepha your real name?”

Jamie flushed and said with an eye-roll, grinning, “Oh, God. No.”

In the months following that first lunch of stewed beef and fluffy challah, I periodically spotted Jamie visiting Hillel. Having spent a term abroad in Israel the previous spring, she’d returned to campus in her final year seeking community, unsure where to find it.

One November morning, catching her hovering around Hillel’s front door with a friend, I walked over and ventured, “I’m leading a backpacking trip to Brown County State Park this weekend. We’re going to explore Judaism’s connection to environmentalism. Are you interested?”

“Umm – no.”

“Let me know if you change your mind. It should be fun.”

“Yeah, I’ll let you know,” she said.

After that, I began looking for her everywhere. I would poke my head in dining halls and scan the crowded tables, loiter in front of academic buildings, waiting for lectures to conclude and the masses of students to filter out, thinking, Maybe I’ll see her.


Then, while manning a table outside Memorial Union, peddling my signature matzo ball soup, a friend of Jamie’s approached. Smiling, she blurted out, “You know, I’m a huge Jamie fan.” I grinned and knew. Knew she was looking too.

Our relationship began secretly, since I was in essence an employee of the university. In public, Jamie and I would often exhibit a detachment that bordered on disdain, careful not to tip our hands. It was an outward disinterestedness that belied our growing closeness.

After a full week together – a week in which we spent nearly every waking moment with one another – I rose one morning and froze. Opening my laptop, I composed an erratic email in which I expressed some misgivings. I wasn’t ready for something serious, I wrote, wasn’t ready for anything intimate, meaningful. Upon hitting “send,” I punched the wall lightly, thinking, You’re an idiot.


After ignoring all of my subsequent messages, Jamie finally agreed to meet me on campus one evening. In front of the cavernous computer science building, she shifted on the balls of her feet and said, “Look. I’m not going to waste any more of my time. Either you want to be with me or you don’t. So decide. Right now.” Her hair was bending in the breeze, skin taut, face serious. It was an easy decision.

When the academic year concluded, Jamie’s undergraduate studies and my Hillel fellowship had run their separate courses. We had also charted separate ways forward. Jamie was headed to St. Louis, Missouri, for a job, and I had plotted a spiritual quest to Israel.

On her final day in Bloomington, Jamie piled boxes into a baby blue Subaru wagon and said, “Time to start a real life, I suppose.” I kicked the gravel and fixated on her tires, estimating the pressure. And then the tires were spinning, and she was gone.

I fled to Israel, determined to engage in the earnest study of Hebrew and traditional Jewish texts, thinking the Middle East would be a refuge. The distance would dull our sudden disconnect, I thought, pave over it, make it concrete. But living out of a trailer anchored to a scrubby slope in the Judean Hills, I often found myself rising before dawn not for spiritual purification, but to use an archaic pay phone. In the dark, I would grope for a plastic phone card decorated with a pastoral, desert landscape or some political figure from among the heap that littered my trailer’s linoleum floor. Finding one, I would then climb the hill to the yeshiva’s main hall, where I’d head to a bank of orange public phones. As my peers shuffled by on their way to chant the morning prayers, I’d lift the receiver to my ear and slide the card into a slot at the phone’s base, revealing how many shekels were available for a call to the States. Then, I’d dial.

I did this often, this rising early to catch Jamie staying up late. And the more we talked, the more marriage entered into the discussion until finally, early one morning, tired of the hypothetical, I said, “So, how would you feel if someone were to propose to you over the phone?”

“Umm.”

“What would you think?”

“Umm.”

“Will you marry me?”

We were married in the summer of 1999, in Jamie’s aunt’s back yard in Westchester County, outside of New York City. The ceremony was a traditional Jewish affair, choreographed for us rather than our non-religious families. Many were not prepared for the orthodox vestiges which infused our service: the blur of Hebrew chanting; the yarmulke-wearing yeshiva students – our friends – who feverishly danced us toward the chuppah; the long, white kittel I wore over my suit, a symbol of purity that matched Jamie’s flowing dress.

We weren’t orthodox, we were liberals, rooting ourselves in ancient traditions, staking our claim to them in an act of cultural rebellion. Which is why – after crushing a glass beneath our feet to shouts of “Mazal tov!” – we were whisked away to a private room before the festivities commenced. This solitary moment, called yichud (seclusion), is when the marriage would have been consummated in Talmudic times. For Jamie and me, it was a moment to eat pizza, embrace, and absorb what had just occurred.

Wiping tomato sauce from my lips, I asked, “Can you believe we’re married?”

Jamie nodded, a chocolate chip cookie between her fingers, the crumbs falling upon her billowing gown. “Are you surprised?”

“What?”

“You seem surprised.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“What are you then?” she asked as we began to feel the vibrating music and the stomping feet of our guests, beckoning us to emerge.

“What am I? I’m happy.”

“Good. Me too.”

Before our wedding, Jamie and I had decided two things: 1) we would hyphenate our last names, figuring we could alienate our father figures and traumatize any future children in one, swift gesture, and 2) we would travel to Israel after a year of marriage to study ancient Jewish texts. We would throw off the shackles of societal expectations, ignore careers and titles and health club memberships.

We would live.

To do so, however, we needed funds. Jamie was already employed at Washington University’s Hillel. And so we decided to settle in University City, an inner-ring suburb just outside the city. As I sought work, we began making a home together in a one-bedroom, shotgun apartment, giddy at the prospect of doing so.

We soon learned that neither of us knew how, exactly, to cook – or, more precisely, how to prepare meals that one might actually want to eat. In a kitchen no larger than a walk-in closet, we spent hours scouring cookbooks, chopping vegetables, and experimenting with dishes. Black bean casserole with cornbread topping. Curried potatoes and cauliflower. Roasted fennel soup. Much of the time, we ridiculed each other for our novice attempts, flicking water from the faucet as we did so.

“You want to put what exactly on top of salmon?” she asked.

“Mustard.”

“It’s not a hot dog.”

“Neither is tofu, but you thought that was a good idea,” I countered, unable to help myself.

“I was experimenting.”

“Mustard on salmon isn’t an experiment?”

“Nope. That’s a waste of food.”

[Flick.]

These culinary quests were more than clumsy attempts to feed one another: they were community-building ventures. Jamie wanted to throw open the doors to our apartment and host students, friends, whoever might wander by for a Shabbat meal. She wanted to expand our existence, to imbue the newly woven bond we’d created with unpredictable Jewish hues. And because this is what she wanted, I did as well.

We were partially inspired by our close friends, Adam and Lori, who lived across from us on Balson Avenue. Every month, they hosted Friday night services for a patchwork collection of twenty-something Midwestern Jews, the service always followed by the promise of a gourmet feast. In the beginning, the only thing Jamie and I were capable of contributing to the festivities were folding chairs.

In time, though, our apartment also became a Shabbat destination. Jamie would do the inviting, and I would muster the psychic strength to suppress my introverted tendencies. And at the meal, we would harmonize to Hebrew hymns.

We would sing.

Not long after our move to St. Louis, I was able to find work teaching at an elite, private school in the suburbs. My domain was the fourth grade, a group of children mature enough to scratch the surface of complex thought while just young enough not to be inundated by the coming surge of hormones waiting to flood their bodies. Aside from recess, where I was a star on the soccer pitch, lunch was my favorite activity, and our table became famous for riddles.

“Rich people need it. Poor people have it. And if you eat it, you die.”

 





	Ben:

	Poison.




	Me:

	Rich people need poison?




	Alicia:

	Time.




	Me:

	How do you eat time?




	John:

	Nothing.




	Me:

	Exactly.





 

Once, on spaghetti-with-meatballs day, I was ambushed.

“Mr. H.-G., do you stick your fork in the dirt?” asked Melissa, one of a handful of Jewish students. A giggle punctuated her question.

“Yeah,” squeaked Abby, “Do you stick your fork in the dirt?”

Everyone at the table began chanting, “Mr. H.-G. sticks his fork in the dirt.” The image itself, devoid of any context or meaning, was enough to elicit sustained laughter. I had absolutely no idea what they were talking about. Smiling warily, I waited for the next round.

“Our Hebrew school teacher said that to make your fork kosher, you stick it in the dirt. You keep kosher, right? So you must stick your fork in the dirt. Do you do it in the backyard?” Melissa continued. Everyone looked at their fork.

In the Jewish legal system, the laws of kashrut (keeping kosher) are extremely complex and confusing, particularly when it comes to the status of pots and utensils. A thousand years ago, in an era devoid of chemical cleaning agents, sticking a utensil in the ground was a method of scouring that could, as a last resort, render an item clean and permissible to use under Jewish law. But I didn’t know this. Abby and Melissa, two Jewish students who had been exposed in Hebrew school to this archaic tidbit that stuck, certainly did. Mr. H.-G. sticks his fork in the dirt.

The bell rang and in an instant the room was empty, leaving me with a littered table and a desire to know about forks and dirt and everything else my tradition had bequeathed to me that had yet to be learned.

Jamie felt the same. We were both hungry, hungry for learning, for texts, wanting to devour them together in the desert air. We wanted to construct upon our foundational love a cultural framework made from Hebrew, from Aramaic, from Talmudic inquiry.

These were the raw materials we sought.

We found them – or the place where they might be acquired – at a pluralistic yeshiva in Jerusalem called Pardes, a place about which Jamie and I had heard much praise. One evening, seated at a dining room table strewn with dirty dishes, we visited the institute’s website together. With pop rhythms throbbing from the upstairs apartment, I pointed to the laptop and read aloud, “Pardes faculty do not impose any patterns of observance or belief on students.”

Jamie leaned over me, her hand on my shoulder, and continued. “Students are challenged to grow as individuals and as members of our community.”

“Rigorous study of ancient texts. Religious diversity. Tolerance,” I added.

Jamie nodded, and in that nod, everything that had previously been uncertain about our short-term future was contained. Our destination had been set. We would travel to Israel, intending to indulge in just one year of study before returning to the States, unaware that one year would stretch into three, that we would end up jointly enrolling at Hebrew University to pursue graduate degrees in Jewish Education. When we bought our tickets, we were aware of just this: the start of something mysterious and grand had been set into motion.

Then the time for that motion arrived. So we boarded an El Al flight – Newark to Tel Aviv – and took off, holding hands, thinking, We are alive.
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When the paramedics lifted Jamie onto a stretcher, Esther grabbed her hand and ran alongside as she was wheeled over the cobblestone paths to a row of waiting ambulances. The vibrations shook a metal nut lodged within Jamie’s intestines She flinched, squeezed Esther’s hand, needed the wheels to find concrete.

When they finally reached an ambulance and loaded Jamie’s stretcher, Esther climbed inside and dialed my number. “She’s lightly injured,” Esther said. “You should come meet Jamie at the hospital” – her casual tone implying that it might be something worth checking out.

The taxi stopped just outside Hebrew University, a few blocks from the hospital. The driver turned and said, “Get out here.” He told me to find the back entrance, the emergency room, to push my way in, to push people aside, that it would be the only way. But after stepping from his white Mercedes, there are certain things I don’t remember. For instance, did I pay him? I don’t remember the feel of money, the stretching of my arm to place bills into his palm as I pulled myself out of the car. It’s not that such a detail is something one should remember at a time of panic, a time scrambled by adrenaline-fueled fear. But still, it’s unsettling. Did I stiff the guy who risked arrest by driving on the wrong side of streets and running red lights for this American going out of his mind? And when I got out, which I don’t remember either, did I run? I don’t recall running. You would think, given the situation, that I would have broken into a sprint, streaking across the hospital’s drive toward the back entrance, sliding over ambulance hoods blocking my path, hurdling abandoned stretchers, bursting through the hospital’s double doors panting, crazed. You would think I might have grabbed people, tossed them aside, against walls, over potted plants, barreling through women and children and the elderly to reach the emergency room where crowds of family members packed the hall and pounded on the locked doors, pushing, surging. It’s the type of scene one should remember, acting desperate, heroic.

But all I remember is somehow finding myself standing in front of the emergency room’s doors. People were pressing me from behind. Yelling. Demanding to know if their loved ones were within. If their loved ones were alive. A nurse poked her head through the parted doors, looked at me, and demanded a name. “Harris-Gershon,” I screamed, watching her check a pad, scanning for mine to match another’s. She found it, the match, You win, and guided me through a corridor full of drawn curtains. Doctors were buzzing. Machines were wailing.

I arrived at the only curtain drawn back. Someone I didn’t know was sitting on a stretcher flanked by two nurses handling wires and blankets. The person was shaking, shaking and looking at me, trying to smile.

I understood before comprehending – my brain pointing out that vision could no longer be trusted: I don’t recognize her. And then: That’s her. That’s Jamie.

Suddenly, I realized that I must have been led to this spot by the nurse who checked for my name, the nurse who pointed and said, “There she is.” Or maybe she didn’t leave her post. Maybe I wandered around, confused. Maybe I found Jamie on my own, stopping before the only open curtain and knew when I shouldn’t have, knew it was her. But how could I have known? The face charred, bloated, the hair scorched, ends bristling, standing on end like an animated character electrocuted by a live wire, the jolt playful, humorous. OUCH. Ha, ha! Good one.


One of the nurses turned to me and said, “Tihiyeh yaffah” – She’ll be beautiful again.

“She’s beautiful right now,” I said, the words unleashed while trying to process what the fuck was happening, scanning her burned body, the room, trying to process where I was, what was going on, who this person shaking and bleeding before me might be, what all the lines running from her body carrying pink or green or clear fluids were doing, where they were going, thinking, She is not beautiful, thinking, This is not lightly injured, thinking, What the fuck is this?

A coldness began to emanate from deep within, a shutting down of my senses. I pressed auto-pilot and left the cabin, started drinking in the back of the plane as it hurtled forward.

Jamie looked at me. I don’t remember if she spoke. If she did, I wasn’t listening, hearing only the din of my racing thoughts, the hospital machines pulsing and pumping and vibrating. But I caught certain words: “metal” and “organs” and “emergency surgery.” And I did certain things: moved close; touched her hand; backed away startled when told not to touch her hand; stared at the white gauze covering her shaking arms and legs.

The nurses grabbed her bed without warning. She was moving. I followed. They wheeled her into a makeshift surgery station, beds stacked side-by-side, where a formless doctor approached from the depths of some unseen medical abyss. Jamie told him, “I’m not afraid,” told him, “I’ve lost my Hebrew,” told him, “Explain in English.” The doctor, now with a shaved head, clean looking, intelligent looking, said, “We have to open you up,” said, “We have to see where it is,” said, “We may have to keep an organ out of the body for months to let it heal,” said, “It’s normal.”

I nodded, not really hearing anything. Sure. Of course. Normal. An organ outside the body for months. Hanging out, still attached, resting on the nightstand or sleeping on the bed next to her, the doctor’s words meaning nothing as Jamie said, “I’m ready.”

I stood alongside her in pre-op among those dying and about to be saved, unsure to which category Jamie belonged. When they whisked her into surgery, I stood frozen, staring at those in the beds surrounding me, some of whom were receiving care. Two hospital-assigned social workers materialized, took me by the arms and led me away.

Carrying folders and clicking pens, they moved me into a room and, after sitting, asked in British accents, “Are you okay?” I responded robotically, smiling, leaning back and crossing my legs, assuring them that there was nothing needed – “Thank you for asking. So kind of you. Really.” They leaned forward. Elbows dug into their flexed thighs as they shrugged and said, “I guess we’re done for now,” then pleaded, “Please call when you need us.” A folder was pushed into my hand containing documents on trauma, on grief, on those inevitable obstacles waiting to be faced.

They rolled Jamie into emergency surgery and sliced her open, carving a line from her navel to just under her breastbone. Peeling back the skin, doctors probed with thin, cold rods, seeking the shrapnel lodged in her small intestine. A tiny camera was inserted. It tracked the nut’s path, documenting the organs hit, the organs missed.

I found the waiting room and sat alone. Teachers called to check on Jamie, and to ask if I knew the whereabouts of Marla or Ben. Neither could be found. There was suspicion, hope that Jamie had been with them – a hope that since Jamie had survived, those missing had as well and were anonymously receiving treatment somewhere, somehow.

And then the Rosh Yeshiva, our head rabbi at Pardes, walked into the waiting room. He sat down and, without a word, placed a Hebrew prayer book in my lap. Looking at its leather, beveled cover, he instructed that I open it and read some Psalms with him, Psalms traditionally read during moments of desperation. Psalms read during moments when people are injured, dying, or dead. Psalms asking God for strength, for help, for faith.

I laughed, not at him, but at myself. At the book. Horrified. Knowing, as others searched for our friends, that they were gone. Knowing that my heart had fled. Knowing I knew nothing of this world.

I took the book, opened it, and flipped to the back, finding the page he had landed upon. And then, while reading, it happened again – a soft, desperate chuckle – when I made a mistake, accidentally read responsively instead of echoing the line back to him. I messed up and grinned as a boxer does just before kissing the canvas, grinning at his opponent after being caught with a vicious right cross, trying to express with a show of teeth while wobbling, Didn’t hurt a bit.


 





	
Me:

	Didn’t hurt a bit.




	
God:

	I’m not your opponent.




	
Me:

	Prove it.





 

We finished, and as the rabbi left, friends began arriving to offer support. Only, I don’t remember them being present in those first hours of waiting while Jamie’s abdomen was sliced open and peeled back. All I remember is laughing. Then the rabbi left. And then the nut.

Four hours after leaving Jamie with the intelligent-looking doctor who spoke of keeping an organ outside the body, they wheeled her out of surgery and into the intensive care unit (ICU). A man in scrubs – the same doctor? – approached holding a closed, clear plastic cylinder. A white label was stretched across the top. Holding it delicately, he reached out and handed it to me, as though I had ordered smoked salmon or hummus.

“Sometimes people want these things,” he explained. “It was found in the small intestine.”

He talked about the cutting. The re-connecting. The parts they tossed. He talked of those organs the nut had passed on its way, skimming, so close, just missing everything before resting in the soft, expendable tissue that if stretched taut would reach twenty feet. He talked of the burns – second and third degree – covering her legs and hands and back. He talked of a long recovery, talked and talked and then left, pointing to the ICU on his way to cut open someone else, and said, “She’s in there.”

I stared at the thing. It was so light, the container, the sides of which were streaked with an opaque film. Is that blood? Pieces of intestines? Bodily fluids? I held it aloft, to the light, and then shook it, feeling something solid tumble. Feeling dead weight. The lid peeled off easily, revealing a small, contorted piece of metal. An object whose purpose was to secure things. An object which had unfastened more than it knew.

With the doctor gone, I stared at the nut. It was all so absurd – as though a tragicomedy was playing out in which I had somehow secured a supporting role:

 





	
Doctor:

	Here you go.




	
Me:

	What’s this?




	Doctor:

	Just a little something you might like, you know, to have, something to hold when you look back on these times we shared.




	
Me:

	You’ve got to be kidding.




	Doctor:

	No, really. Sometimes people want these things.




	
Me:

	Why on earth would anyone want this?




	Doctor:

	Oh, come on. You know you’ve wanted this all along, a tragedy, to know whether or not you’re strong enough to survive.




	
Me:

	Have not.




	Doctor:

	Sure you have. It’s something you’ve wanted, a defining moment, and this nut is my gift to you, a physical reminder of the pain and grief you asked for, felt you always deserved, felt you’ve had coming to you after a quaint, two-parent upbringing devoid of poverty, sickness or death.




	
Me:

	I don’t want it, don’t want any of this.




	Doctor:

	Whatever. Just take it. You’re one of us now. There’s no going back.




	
Me:

	I can go back.




	Doctor:

	No, you can’t. And another thing: you’ll never throw it away. It will always be with you. Put it on a keychain or turn it into a necklace. You know, something meaningful, as a reminder.




	
Me:

	Fuck you.




	Doctor:

	Bye now.





 

Holding the container, repulsed, I couldn’t imagine why anyone would want such a thing. But I also knew this: he was right. I would never throw it away. And I also knew that there had been times when, walking along busy streets in Jerusalem, I had stopped and thought, I want to experience it, wishing for a bomb to explode. I understood this impulse to be an ironic one. A bomb was the last thing for which I’d actually wish, scared by the possibility of sudden violence. But in Jerusalem such a possibility made me feel alive. With the illusion of death seemingly so close, I was alive, perhaps more so than at any point previously. And I thought, I want to know what it is Israelis feel, what they must deal with, this trauma, this grief, wondering if a personal experience with destruction was a defining national characteristic. Wondering if, in order to understand what it meant to be fully human, such an experience was essential.

Once, I leaned over to a friend and admitted this, admitted that I constantly felt guilty about secretly pining for a bomb to explode nearby. I felt guilty about turning on the news to see if another attack had occurred, feeling a sense of purpose, a sense of meaning every time a broadcast was interrupted by reporters on the scene, always the same scene, always being simultaneously repulsed and awed by the brokenness, the wailing, the lights flashing. And so I admitted this to him, and he just nodded and said, “Of course,” as if such thinking was to be expected amid the bedlam of people spontaneously exploding on public transportation and in cafés.

But standing in the waiting room with the plastic container – with the unknown now known – I flinched as pieces of my core disintegrated. Holding the physical representation of what Jamie had lost, would lose, I understood that this was anything but living, anything but being fully human, wondering if we would ever become whole again.

Following signs in Hebrew that swung from the ceiling on metal chains, I found the blue double doors leading to Tipul Nimratz – intensive care. Pushing through, I saw Jamie lying directly before me. She was in the back corner of a shallow, wide room, patients lying in beds along the wall, lined up to my left and her right. Everyone was still.

Jamie’s eyes opened. She smiled as I approached and scanned her body. Aside from the bandages, it looked whole. She was whole. Until she said, “I was sitting with Ben and Marla,” and it became clear in that moment they were lost, our friends. And as Jamie saw the significance of her words register on my face – I could see reflected in her eyes a recognition of the change in mine – I knew she was lost as well. We both were as she said, moments out of surgery, hours removed from the cafeteria’s rubble, “Don’t tell me what happened to them. I don’t want to know.”

“I won’t.”

“Promise.”

“I won’t.”

Then I left to tell those searching for Ben and Marla what Jamie had said, what she knew, what she couldn’t know.

When I returned, the nurses were changing shifts and settling Jamie in for the long night. It had not occurred to me that I wouldn’t be permitted to stay with her in the ICU, that I would be asked to leave, to abandon her. And so, not knowing, I kneeled at her side, expecting to remain in that position for the duration of the night, to remain there and watch her breathe.

But the new nurses, the night nurses, began making clear signals that it was time for me to go, noting that she would be in good hands, that I couldn’t stand all night – there were no chairs, a hint I’d failed to absorb. I looked at Jamie, unable to touch her, and said, “Goodbye,” said, “I’ll be back,” before exiting the ICU and catching a ride home from one of the teachers who was still in the waiting room.

On the ride home, watching the dust of East Jerusalem fade into the Western city’s expanse of stores and apartment buildings, I feigned a sense of ease, a sense of calm, chatting him up about our class, how much I enjoyed it, that I planned on completing upcoming assignments on time – was looking forward to it, actually. When we reached Ha’moshava Ha’germanit – the German Colony, a Jerusalem neighborhood teeming with chic cafés, bakeries, and Americans – I thanked him for the ride, said, “I’ll see you soon, in class perhaps.” He turned his head and stared, smiled weakly, the weakness saying, You’re in deeper than you understand.

In the ICU, lying in a bed, waiting for whatever one waits for in the middle of the night, attached to tubes, probes, bags, unable to sleep, unsure exactly what happened, knowing exactly what happened, Jamie watched as a Palestinian man approached. Stopping short, he bent down and changed the garbage bag. Then walked away. Agitated, Jamie called for a nurse. “Please check it,” she asked, needing assurance that he had not placed a bomb inside, this man, this suspicious man. The nurse understood – knew why Jamie, why everyone else in the ICU for that matter, was there. She checked the garbage and winked. “It’s okay, sweet child. It’s empty.”

She did not sleep.

Nor did I, back at our apartment where every light burned as I lay awake, waiting for dawn to come, for my rightful place back at Jamie’s side when visiting hours began the next morning. That I couldn’t sleep seemed reasonable given the circumstances. Sleep would have been luxurious, self-indulgent, an easy escape from reality, a reality which, while buried emotionally, had awakened within me a deep sense of responsibility, of honor. Besides, I was a natural insomniac who had difficulty shutting off the brain after even the most mundane of stimuli. But the lights.

After entering the apartment, I traced the floor plan and, pausing at each threshold, slid a palm up and down the walls, searching for a switch. I turned on every light. Living room, kitchen, bedrooms, bathroom, closets, mirpeset – the small, concrete deck that jutted away from the building’s façade. Then the television, the computer, the oven light. Everything. I feared relinquishing control – a failed sentry wired by the guilt of abdication – and so demanded that the physical structure surrounding me pulse with energy. Demanded that we all remain alert, awake.

Sleep wasn’t a question; I knew the night would be long, each second noted by the grandfather clock standing guard in the hallway, keeping its post, a reminder that I had abandoned mine, its swinging arm ticking, saying, Bomb, bomb, bomb.


Perhaps it was a genuine fear of darkness which kept the lights burning, a vulnerability reaching back to childhood visions of monsters in the closet and under the bed. Once – when I was around seven or eight years old – I stirred before dawn and peered from under thick covers at the open doorway to my room. A cloaked man stood there holding a compound bow. He raised it and took aim at the bed, firing translucent arrows, the shafts slowly spinning, the feathers swooshing in the air, fixed on my head. Using the comforter as a shield, I retreated underneath. Taking shelter under folds of cotton, I knew the one thing that would end this encounter: light. If I turned them on, he’d disappear. I knew this. But the switch was perched adjacent to the door’s frame, inches from his body. A child of television, I remember thinking, Is this how I die? Something probably culled from MacGyver or The Greatest American Hero. Creating a bunker of blankets, forming a hole from which to peek, I formulated a plan: wait for the reload and pounce. It was my only chance. When his hand moved for the quiver, I threw off the covers, sprinted to the wall, and flicked the Mickey Mouse switch with a wet palm. In the subsequent months, I kept a flashlight buried beneath my pillow. Just in case.

Perhaps I subconsciously thought, as I did so often in my childhood, that light would keep those visions crouching in the darkness of my mind at bay. Visions of ripped flesh and gauze soaked red, of a Palestinian wrapped with wires, gripping a button, waiting for me behind the potted palm tree in the living room. Your turn, Jew. So the lights stayed on all night that first night as the world slept and I wondered how the world could sleep, how I would ever sleep again.

Through two long, arched windows with sky blue trim, I waited for morning to come, watching the darkness of night slowly swell, the black heavens eventually giving way to lighter tones that matched those pulsing inside the apartment, light rising to meet light. And as the rays mingled together in the dreamlike haze of dawn, I rose and did the only thing I could think of doing: I prayed the morning service. It was something I had done nearly every morning for years: rising early to daven, hoping – as a stubborn realist – for elusive slivers of spirituality. However, this time, as dawn approached, there was no religious motivation. Such motivation was dead. Instead, I prayed to pass the time, in the hopes that doing so would shave an hour or so off the wait, turning this holy, religious act into a time-eater, defiling it, an existential Fuck you to Whomever.

I wrapped my body with a talit – a traditional, four-cornered prayer shawl with tassels called tzitzit at each corner, each tassel biblically ordained to remind the wearer that all commandments must be kept. With the talit draped over my shoulders, I donned teffilin, wrapping the black, leather straps tightly around my left arm, palm, and middle finger. Then, I clamped a black box to my forehead with identical straps, the box containing Hebrew verses from the Shema: Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Eḥad – Hear O Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord is One.

Adorned in the vestments of a religious life once lived, I swayed and mouthed words of praise I couldn’t believe, shielding my eyes ritually with a cupped palm as the Muslim call to prayer echoed from a nearby hill. As I prayed, eyes covered, the person I once was fled from my body and departed through an open window. It rose into the Jerusalem night, surrounded by the chanted supplications in Hebrew and Arabic making their way to the dimly lit heavens high above the Old City, circling and weaving to meet the day and the fate of that day as the cityscape winked alive.
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Jerusalem in Five Acts: Jerusalem is a traumatized land. It is a land that has been held down against its will and forced to witness the plunging of knives and tearing of flesh for thousands of years without pause. It has been the victim of a divine session of water-boarding, the land forced to drink an endless flow of blood. When Cain killed Abel – the first recorded act of biblical violence – God told the murderer, “The voice of the blood of your brother is calling to me from the ground.”4
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