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What is it, you may ask, that 
makes a city holyÑ and who 
am I to presume to know? 
 
Some may say thereÕs some-
thing intrinsic in the earth i t-
self, in just this or that particu-
lar spot. Perhaps in the align-
ment of magnetic fields or 
shamanic forces. ÔPower spotsÕ 
they may be called. Places, 
perhaps, of extraordinary 
beauty, or well suited for the 
performance of ritual. 
 
Others say that what makes a 
place holy is that a great sage 
lived, died, and was buried in 
that very spot, endowing  it 
with  baraka, grace, and making 
it sacred. Miracles may have 
been performed there, word 
spread, and people came. 
 
Shrines or mausoleums may be 
built there. Pilgrims come, ask- 

  
 
 
 

Once, there was a holy city 
on top of a high hill.  

 
  And there live d Malkah,  

along with her wise old Father 
and his Library filled with  

dusty old books.  
 

Malkah spent her days gazing 
out over the city where 

she had been born. 
  

ing for healing or forgiveness, fertility or good fortune . Members of competing tribes may come 
seeking safety, neutrality, or resolution of conflict with their neighbors. Contracts may be negot i-
ated and codified by a scribe representing some sacred authority. Sometimes a market town may 
grow in or near the city in expectation of good fortuneÑ for this may be a place where people 
from different backgrounds mingle, trade, converse, or mak e alliances. Or the opposite may hap-
pen, and diversity may be discouraged or forbidden. For there is more than one kind of holy city. 
 
Scholars may blame history for creating holy placesÑlay er upon layer of habitation by one peo-
ple followed by another. And each in turn may get attached, may claim it  as their own. May want 
to rule it . Or own it. Or keep for themselves.  
 
The gods of many peoples inhabit the stratified layers of the city. And these layers go back as far 
as you can goÑall the way back to Creation. And past that, even to the day before Creation.   
 
So now we make up stories to remember. And we call that holy place our own. 
 
But who am I to tell you even a single tale of holiness? Well, let me tell youÑ 
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My mother used to proudly 
proclaim, although she may 
have been lying, that the first 
book I ever pulled out of her 
bookshelf was her favorite 
book of Picasso pen and ink 
line draw ings. I had crawled, 
(with serious deliberation, she 
said) to that very book, and 
entertained myself for hours 
by following the trajectory of 
each line up close.  Then, ap-
parently,  I  would   sit straight 

  
 
 

And her nights she spent 
with her Aleph- Bet Letters 
trying to make up words. 

up  to take  in the whole.  And  
suddenly, there was an animal, a face, a whole person. And I would laugh. She made it sound like 
that was the last time she had ever heard me laugh. ButÑ 
 
It was magic. The magic of a single line! How could I not have laughed with joy?  
 
Day after day I would pull the same book out of the bottom shelf, until at long last, I could stand  
up holding on, and reach books that lived  higher up. But those were filled with thousands of 
shorter lines. And when I stepped back, I could not see the whole image.   
 
And so I would bring those books to my mother, and she would read to me. Sometimes a friend 
would join in the listening , sitting  by my side. A witness. 
 
My motherÕs books were filled with crematoria, and evil doctors experimenting on incarcerated 
starving women. Sometimes, they were tales of men turning into insects, or trapped in rooms 
they could not exit. There were rhymes that made us shudder. Of sea captains, or large black 
birds. I was lucky, I thought, to sometimes have a friend over to hold my hand during my moth-
erÕs recitation of horrors. But I was little. Perhaps I didnÕt rightly understand her. 
 
When at last I had a real father of my own , I would take the books to him instead.  
 
ÒWhat does this say, Papa?Ó I would ask. And he would tell me the most marvelous tales of a d-
venture and far-off places. Soon I realized that my fatherÕs best stories were told when his eyes 
were closed. ÒPapa,Ó I would say, Òtell me a Bobo Story.Ó And he would tell me about the young 
prince and his faithful elephant (who was large and gray and had a long nose), and about the 
trouble they got into. I did not realize for many years  that ÒBoboÓ and ÒPapaÓ were one and the 
same.  
 
Those nights I would fall  asleep in India. Or Egypt. And I would be  happy and at peace.  
 
And so I learned to read, to see which one of them was telling the truth. And then I rush ed back 
to Picasso and his clean lines of simple beauty. 
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The dust of my fatherÕs library 
was palpable, as were the 
crumbled bits of ancient man-
uscripts and books that my 
mother vacuumed up when 
she crumbled . Sometimes, 
there was the smell of mold. 
Or worm holes (or worse) that 
she found in open volumes on 
my fatherÕs desk.  
 
So it shouldnÕt be a surprise 
that one day my mother had 
had  enough and  commanded  

  
 
 

All the while,  
both day and night,  

her Father spent with his 
crumbling old books 

in the dusty old Library  
 

my father to collect all his junk (yes, thatÕs what she called it) and haul it off (she didnÕt care 
where), because she couldnÕt stand vacuuming one more fragment of ancient manuscript or m e-
dieval volume ever again. 
 
DonÕt get me wrongÑIÕm sure my mother wasnÕt against the library.  I think I understand her a 
little better nowÑ now that sheÕs gone.   
 
Like everything else in our lives, IÕm pretty sure it was all about the Holocaust. I donÕt think IÕm 
making this up.   
 
The idea of any more of us, or our culture, going up in  smoke or crumbling to dust was just too 
much for her. It must have been that. My mother, I now believe, was just as obsessed as my father 
about preserving the remnants of Jewish culture. Just not in her house. That must be what all that 
yelling was really about. In her house, she preferred preserving art nouveau bronzes and the arts 
and crafts ceramics that my father would find for her at  the auction house.  
 
My father asked the janitor at work to help him gather up the whole crumbling collection and to-
gether they hauled it off to his office. He  had the largest office then that I  have ever seen. And in 
the middle of it he put two old display cases he ha d found, and he put some of his treasures in it. 
 
In this way, you could say that my mother did indeed co- found  the Judah L. Magnes Memorial 
Museum, which is what it was called back  then.  For without her insistence, the museumÑ and its 
rare book room with the climate controlÑ would still be crumbling old books in my fatherÕs dusty 
library at home. 
 
What did he do with the empty bookshelves at  home? He started a new collection, of course. 
More books. Then brass trays, I think. His silver spoon era really made my mother rage. But what 
could he do? He was a collector. A museum director. And m y protector from many awful truths .  
 
And thatÕs pretty much what IÕve written on his grave. 
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My mother lost baby after baby 
when I was a girl. IÕd watch the am-
bulance haul her off . And when she 
returnedÑno brother or sister was 
to be. 
 
Then one year, when I was almost 
12, a miracle happened.  My mother 
gave birth to a beautiful baby girl, 
whom she named after her mother 
and her grandmother. Sarah. Hanna. 

 
Once a year, 

they would go  
to the cemetery, 

and this they would do 
together. 

But in English,  it was Sarah Ann. I thought it was a terrible name. It made me think of  Saran 
Wrap every time I heard it. It was not a name of good augur, despite its good intentions. 
 
My half sister  did not cry. People called her a ÔgoodÕ baby, but my mother knew something was 
wrong. Sarah Ann lived a scant five months. Brain cancer, they said. But I thought it was her ter-
rible name that had smothered her.   
 
Not long after, when protests began against the Dow Chemical Company, (as well as boycotts of 
its productsÑ the best known of which was Saran Wrap) I felt  compelled to join in. Dow had 
been blamed in lawsuit s ranging from their contributions to the invention of Na palm and Agent 
Orange, both used during the Vietnam War, to other evils from tax evasion to faulty breast i m-
plants. They were, according to the courts, not culpable. Which did not stop the d emonstrations. 
 
Mine was an irrational association, maybe. But when misfortune overtakes us, thatÕs exactly 
where we go. Witchcraft accusations start this way , and Dow Chemical was one of the witches of 
that era. Which does not mean they were innocent, either. 
 
My father packed us up after the baby died, and we left for Jerusalem. My parents felt the need 
to attend the trial of Adolph Eichmann for war crimes a gainst our people during the Holocaust. 
Surely thereÕs nothing like a Holocaust spectacle in court to conquer grief. I was sent for most of 
that summer to a kibbutz in the north, working in the fields with the other kids . Labor, apparent-
ly , also was curative. 
 
When we returned home, we spoke only of Jerusalem, planting trees in the Holy Land, and the 
Eichmann Trial. The loss of my almost-sister and all those miscarried babies hung heavily but si-
lently in the air. We never talked about them. And we never visited the babyÕs grave. The Holy 
Land and its capital could not heal us. We were never whole. Not before. Not after. 
 
But after he died, I discovered that my father  had silently given money  year after year toward 
finding a cure for my infant sisterÕs brain cancer.  
 
IÕm guessing that he probably also went  to the cemetery. And that he visited her alone.  
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ÒOne night,Ó my father said, Òa 
visitor appearedÑa s if out of 
nowhereÉÓ   
 
He told me this story almost 
every year on Pesach. It was 
formative for him, and ended 
up being formative for me as 
well.  I collected his story and 
clutched it tightly,  as if it had 
been my own experience. And 
as a result, thatÕs exactly what 
it became. 
 

One night, a visitor appeared 
Ñas if out of nowhereÑ 

and knocked over the 
Aleph -Bet Letters 

that Malkah  
had been playing with.  

 
But two letters did not fall. 

One night, on the first night of Passover, when my father w as a child, just as he was told, he 
opened the door for ElijahÑ and someone was actually standing outside the door of their walkup 
Bronx apartment. He was ragged and old , scraggly and stooped, and he bore no gifts or food to 
share. 
 
My grandmother ushered him to the table as if he were t he prophet Elijah himself come from the 
Other World. And my grandfather patted him on the back reassuringly and handed him a big fat  
cigar. He sat at the place of honor that had been set for Elijah, and drank the wine from ElijahÕs 
special cup. When the meal was done, he was given a place on the sofa to sleep, and breakfast in 
the morning, and he joined the family  for each night of their Passover meal. He cleared the dish-
es, swept up, and did any chore my grandmother pointed at.  
 
In this way,  he stayed. He stayed ten years or twentyÑmy father never said. He helped out each 
day as best he could. And then he died. My father would shrug at the end of his Passover tale 
and say, ÒThatÕs just how it was in those days.Ó  
 
I came to expect that anyone, really anyone, could come to the door. And that it was my job to 
make sure the door was open. 
 
Maybe this was my purpose in life. To hold the door open. And so thatÕs what I did. Or at least, 
how I perceived what I was doing. Everything was like  thatÑ 
 
Think children. You open wide that door at birth, ushe r them into the world, and they come. 
And then they go. And on occasion, they come back. They, in turn, are supposed to hold open 
that door for their own children . And on itÕs supposed to go. Stray cats. Puppies. Students. Col-
leagues. Friends. Friends of friends. Grandchildren. Grandchildren o f friends. And t hose just 
standing there at the crossroads, not knowing which wa y to turn.  
 
The door is open. And so they stay. They stay until  itÕs time to go.  
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The letters, they are living beings 
clasping their vowels, their souls. 
Because the Hebrew aleph-bet is 
animistic , the letters and their vow-
els are very much alive. And they 
have feelings, sometimes strong 
ones. 
 
Learning the aleph-bet and learning 
to read, was more magical than 
learning my letters in English . The 
Hebrew letters didnÕt just make 
sounds and words. They were actu-
al beings, composed of other letter-
beings (depending how you drew 
them), and they had real stories all 
their own.  
 

 
The !  and the " . 

 
Malkah pondered the Letters, 
and tried to figure them out. 

 
Ò"! Ñ aht?Ó she said. 

 
Ò"! Ñ et?Ó 

Ò"! Ñ eet?Ó 
Ò"! Ñoht?Ó 

Even the vowels. My favorite vowel (yes, I had a fav orite) was the cholem. It sat upon the head 
of the letter # vav and made the sound ! Òohhh.Ó  Can you feel it? 
 
Cholem is, at root, a dream. And w hen you pronounce it you can hear the vav dreaming.  And 
then you know Ñ anything, yes, anything can happen.  
 
I thought it was the sweetest idea ever that a letter, like a teddy bear, could dream. But then 
sometimes, with the right vowel under it, a letter could say ÒaaahÓ instead, and then I thought it 
was filling itself  with wonder . And th is pleased me almost as much.  In this way,  I learned to 
read Hebrew. Adding vowels to consonants and watching them fill with surprise or joy, wo n-
der or dreams. What could be better than that? AaahÉ 
 
It is the patach, the ÒopenÓ vowel, that says ÒaaahÓ in amazement. The cholem, on the other hand, 
dreams in a private little thought bubble. Yes, yes. I was a child once. I do have an imagination.  
 
I wasnÕt thrilled with the qamatz as a child. It  sounded like the patach, but only sometimes. And 
yet it was more satisfying to write . More definitive. So I didnÕt trust it. Even as a child  I had 
trust issues. The hiriq, for example, terrified me, reminding me of my mother on  one of those 
days. 
 
Hebrew has gotten a bit lazy over the past century or soÑmerging letters, ignoring vowels . If 
this is the language of prayer and holiness, we sure have mucked it up.  
 
But when I began my travels, I found a language that really savored its vowels and embraced 
the nuances of its delicious consonants. And ohhh, I fell head over heels in love. 
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Before I learned to write for real, I 
used to write pretend. I would fill 
pages with rows of swirls and dashes 
and diacritical markings that I could 
not read. 
 
After I felt my writing was done, I 
would take it to my father an d ask 
him to read me what I had written. 
And my father would not disappoint 
me. Tale after marvelous tale would 
pour forth. How amazing that I could 
produce, with such facility, stories so 
like the ones my father told. 
 
Much later, it  occurred to me that I 
was lucky not to have taken my 
scribblings to  my  mother for deciph- 

Finally,  
she called out 

to her Father for help. 
 

ÒWhat does this say, Abba?Ó 
she said. 

 
And because of that 

ÔsimpleÕ question 
MalkahÕs Father decided 
it was time to teach her. 

 
ering. For even as a child I must have known what horro rs I might have written had she been 
the one to have read any of it aloud. 
 
In this way, I learned to love writing and to be wary of what I read. Out of pen and ink any-
thing might emerge. When reading, however, I remain wary . I read reviews first. Read the end 
first . The index first . The table of contents. No surprises, please. No horror stories.   
 
I made the mistake of reading the end of SophieÕs Choice before beginning, thinking well, thatÕs 
not so bad.  And so I read from start to finish only to discover that Soph ieÕs choice, the real hor-
ror of the book, came many pages before the conclusion. Suddenly, I was back in the Holocaust 
with all the suppressed memories of the tales my mother told and read. 
 
IÕll try hard not to tell you horror stories. And Josh and I will  make our images as beautiful as 
we can so that you do not suffer. 
 
But just as it was when I was a child, I write not knowin g what I say. It is the reader who must 
decipher it. I had a beloved therapist once, a fairly well-known psychoanalyst, who b lurted out 
in one of our sessions, ÒOh, that fuckinÕ horror show!Ó   
 
What? 
 
ÒYour mother,Ó he said. It was just a mild aside, as I recall, about not ever having had a babysit-
ter. A sweet memory from the age of four or five.  
 
About h ow proud I was to be alone. 
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My father used to take me to 
used bookstores. A lot. HeÕd give 
me a dollar, and say I could buy 
any book I wanted. Anything  at 
all. And in those days, a dollar  
could go a long long way.  
 
I was fairly strategic about it. If I 
liked an author, IÕd keep reading 
until IÕd consumed every vol-
ume.   Or  IÕd  choose  the fattest, 

 
 

He invited her  
into the Library, 

and Malkah looked around. 

longest book I could find to get my full dollar Õs worth. I was hooked early on reading the long-
est stories I could possibly find.  
 
These expeditions were what I waited for all week. I w ould climb up the musty stairs of 
Holmes Books, my fatherÕs favorite used bookshop, and plant myself on the floor in t he chil-
drenÕs section or by the oversize art portfolios. Happily cocooned for the duration. 
 
ÒWhere do I begin?Ó was never a question I asked when I was little. I was more concerned with 
when the adventure might end. I never wanted to go home. Lucky for me , my father  took me 
with him  like a puppy  just about everywhere he went. 
 
Years earlier, before we had moved north, my father was producing the opera DavidÑ which 
Darius Milhaud had written to honor the new State of Israel, and the 3000th anniversary of Kin g 
DavidÕs founding of Jerusalem. The American premiere would be at the Hollywood Bowl. And 
my father, in his signature move, had invited every dign itary he could think of to participate, 
one way or another. Cecil B deMille. Leopold Stokowsk i. Pierre Mendes-France. Orson Welles. 
And when luminaries came to town, I was there by his side. 
 
There was one who really stood out to eight-year-old me when we picked him up at the airport 
in Los Angeles. I could never remember his name, partly because he made such an impression 
in other ways. And so every few years I would ask . 
 
ÒPapa, who was the Man in the Pink Suit?Ó ThatÕs who he was to me. A handsome man. In a 
pink suit.  
 
And my f ather would t ell me. Each year, the man grew more prominent, until at last, I could 
remember him easily. My mother would plug in the television, once we had one,  and weÕd 
watch him conduct, including childrenÕs concerts. And my mother would m ake my father and 
me sit very still and pay attention.  
 
But in  Holmes Bookstore I didnÕt have to sit still. I could lie on t he dusty floor curl ed up inside 
my chosen book. Or make stacks of books all around me, a fortress against intrusion. 
 
Af ter I had kids of my own , I asked my father  if he had a philosophy of child rearing. ÒTheyÕll 
figure it out,Ó he said. And  he handed me another book. 
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In a library or bookshop do we start with 
the letter A and read straight through to 
Z? I suppose we could try. 
 
But mostly, w e wander around. Or we 
donÕt move at all. We stand there trans-
fixed. Or we sit cross-legged in the dust. 
We shift slightly, and  something catches 
our eye. 
 
Our hands reach out. Our brows furrow. 
We start with a question. ThatÕs where we 
begin. Or a title. A source. A location. A 
section of the library. A nd often enough 
thatÕs all weÕve got.   
 
We might trip over a volume on the floor . 
Or one calls out to us. Or someone puts it 
in our hands, as if they know. And  we are 
hooked. Committed.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ÒWhere do I begin?Ó 
she said. 

 
ÒWe begin,Ó 

her Father said, 
Òat the Beginning.Ó 

 

My l ungs are filled with the dust and mold  of history. M y father brought me to so many of the-
se magical places. Starting right after he married my mother when I was fo ur or five.  
 
There are many bookshops in Paris where you can breathe in FranceÕs colonial past. I donÕt get 
over there much anymore, but when I do , there is one bookshop keeper in particular who 
glances over as the shop door opens, gets up from watching the  game, moves the rickety la d-
der, and climbs. He comes back down breathing hard and blowing dust off some volume or 
other, and hands it to me.  
 
Ò‚a , cÕest pour toi,Ó he says, and sits back down behind his desk. He resumes watching the game 
with the sound turned low. I donÕt know whoÕs playing. But itÕs apparently engrossing. The 
bookshop is fairly empty.  Must be the World Cup. 
 
I open the volumeÑ this time  a journal reprint from the 185 0sÑ and enlightening  strikes. ItÕs an 
internal process. ItÕs an external process. IÕm rooted to the spot with a sudden wild hypothesis, 
and thunder rolls. And the next 10 years of my life take on a new direction. 
 
Libraries and old used bookshops. Dangerous places. 
 
And what, you may ask was I looking for, or what was it that found me behind the Sorbonne at 
Le Tiers Mythe that day? What was in that old journal that the Iranian bookshop keeper handed 
me? What was the problem, where did it lead, and what was the secret uncovered?   
 
Ah , now that, that, is a question. 
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My  father gave me a book when 
I was little, called  AdamÕs First 
Day. And itÕs probably why I 
find it hard to get past the first 
chapter of Genesis. 
 
IÕve looked in vain for another 
copy for I lost mine long ago. 
And while I think I remember it 
perfectly, I must be mistaken.  I 
remember it being the saddest, 
most depressing book imagin a-
ble, and it haunts me still.   
 
You wouldnÕt think a kidsÕ book 
would have that effect, would 
you? 
 
Reading it created this existen-
tial melancholy  in me (thatÕs 
what my Father called itÑ
Òexistential melancholyÓ) and it  
never went away. 

 
 
 
 

And he took  
an ancient Torah 

out of the Ark. 
 

This was it, 
 Malkah thought Ñ 

 
All the answers, all the wisdom , 

all that made her Father wise. 
 

 

In the book, Adam wakes up on the very first d ay of his creation, and he opens his eyes in awe at 
the astonishing beauty of life itself.  
 
He spends the day naming and befriending every plant and animal . But the day begins to darken, 
AdamÕs eyes begin to close, and he just canÕt keep them open any longer. And here it comesÑthe 
part that I could never shake: this deep scary sadness overwh elms him. I remember the illustr a-
tion being simple but powerful. Light is disappearing  from the world. His despair is overwhel m-
ing. All of existence is ending. Adam  ends his one day of life slumped against the trunk of a Tree.  
 
He knows that w hen he closes his eyes, everything , including himself, will disappear . Forever. 
 
Yes, I suppose a child reading a book about Creation should know better. Know that a nother day 
will come. And then another and another.  
 
But I was a little thing . And I got stuck inside that penultimate moment of descending darkness, 
and there was no one else turning the page easing me back into the light . Reading under the co-
vers was a solitary adventure , deep in the blackness of the night.  
 
When morning came, I was still in the darkness deep under the covers afraid to emerge. I had 
never made it to the last page of the book. Never saw AdamÕs surprise and delight. For me, even 
peeking out at the morning dimness, it was hard to be lieve in the light. 
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In the beginning  there are beginnings 
that are broken, donÕt workÑor 
shouldnÕt. Mine was like that. 
 
My biological father was a chemist at the 
Univ ersity of Chicago Òworking,Ó as he 
put it, Òon the bomb.Ó  
 
The Feds, he said, supplied the team 
with absolutely anything they migh t 
want, ranging from the best pizza to the 
best women Chicago could supply.  
 
He named me, (I learned, when he was 
on his death bed), after not one but two 
of these provided women. For this had 
been, he said wistfully,  the very best 
time of his life.   
 
There was an accident in one of the labs. 
There were lots of accidents, he said. But 
this one was in the lab next to his. Radi-
oactive materials were kept in a lead- 
lined safe on the wall.   But  some moron 

 
 

ÒRead!Ó he said, 
and so, she read. 

 
ÒBireisheit bara Elohim 

et ha-shamayim 
ve-et ha-aretzÑ 

 
ÒIn the Beginning 

God created 
the heavens 

and the earth?Ó 
she said, unsure. 

among all the geniuses had only lined it on three sides. The fourth side, against the wall, leaked 
radioactive materials to the next lab, and the next, all the way down the line.   
 
My Òbiofather ,Ó as I call him, was in the first lab to be struck. And when the radiation sickness 
set in, he was told he could not breathe a word of what was wrong with him to any physician. 
He could only hint a t what might help. And while his health gradually improved some, he was 
pronounced definitively sterile.  He smiled telling m e this.  He was sterile. He could play. He 
could be a player. So when my mother became pregnant, they both were in shock.   
 
ÒHe wanted to abort you,Ó my mother told me, oh so many times. 
 
ÒShe wanted to abort you,Ó he told me on his deathbed.   
 
It sounds reasonable, doesnÕt it? 
 
 But know Ñ the man who worked on the bomb is not the man I call my father. He came years 
later, after my time in the foster home. And when I was at last adopted, my name changed and 
wiped out the biofatherÕs patronym. Later, when I left home  for good, I got rid of the other two 
names my biofather had given meÑ the names of those government-provided women .   
 
Those of us who survive the cosmic oops, we are the diversity of life on this planet. And th at, my 
friend, one way or another, is all of us. 
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In my house, if you werenÕt 
asking questions, there was 
something very wrong with 
you. My f ather had the pa-
tience to wait for those ques-
tions to arrive. My mother, on 
the other hand, just could not 
wait that long.  She hinted. She 
pushed. She probed. She 
quizzed.  
 
Except on one occasion. 
 

 One sentence she read and already 
something  was wrong. 

 
Those two letters 

were still giving her trouble, 
 

!  and "  
"!  

The question, however, wasnÕt mine. It belonged to my daughter , who has always been much 
braver than I .  
 
We were sitting down to dinner at my parentsÕ favorite Thai place in Berkeley. We had just or-
dered. 
 
ÒMama,Ó my daughter said to me, Òwhat was it like  in the foster home?Ó  
 
Absolute silence. Then my mother exploded. No one in my family had ever asked a question like 
that. 
 
ÒNobody asks how it was for me,Ó my mother spat, standing up so forcefully that her chair fell  
over with  a loud crash. And that  too was an excellent question. All of this was worth  more than 
one conversation. My mother, looming , heaved and huffed. 
 
ÒIt was only babysitting,Ó my father said quickly , trying to save the situation.   
 
Hmm. Two years in that place? Babysitting? My daughter k new better.  She was, after all, seven.  
 
My mother stormed out of the restaurant, and my father followed , trying to calm her.  
 
She spoke to us next six years later at my daughterÕs bat mitzvah . But it was really more of a 
grunt. I donÕt remember if my father was allowed to speak to us yet. But he schmoozed with the 
rabbis a bit after the ceremony, shook a lot of hands, and then they both were gone. 
 
When I was growi ng up, asking about "! Ñ now that, that was a legitimate  question. My parents 
and I immersed ourselves in text. Inside a book, even one on the Holocaust or the Inquisition, was 
at least about something larger than ourselves. 
 
As for my daughterÕs question, no one had ever asked anything like it before. And, with my pa r-
ents, no one ever tried to ask anything like it  again.   
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When my father did ask 
questions, they tended to 
be somewhat theoretical, 
loaded, and filled with 
agenda. 
 
There was the time that he 
invited two wealthy mu-
seum donors out to di n-
ner. After an amiable meal, 
he broached the subject he 
had intended: that each of 
them increase their  dona-
tions to my fatherÕs true 
baby, the Judah L. Magnes 
Museum,  whom I think of  

 ÒIs there a problem, Malkah?Ó 
her father asked. 

 
MalkahÕs Father loved ÒProblems.Ó 

 
Problems led to questions. 

 
And questions, he always said, 

opened doors. 

as the younger of my two surviving siblings. The older, born two months after me, is of course, 
the State of Israel. (In the arena of sibling rivalry, I forfeited earl y. There was no way I could com-
pete against either for my parentsÕ attention).  
 
My father asked the museum donors to raise their right hand and pledge in front of each other to 
donate an amount that  exceeded by a zero their previous generosity.   
 
It was my fatherÕs giftÑmobilizing honor and shame simultaneously. 
 
Only once did  I stop my father from asking. And  shut him up as fast as I could.  
 
ÒWho is the best mother here?Ó he said, staring in faux innocence first at my mother, then at my aunt 
and last at me. It was during a MotherÕs Day lunch that I had prepared, but that we were sharing 
at my motherÕs house.  
 
Maybe some other family could have had a fun and loving debate over the pros and cons of vari-
ous forms of abandonment, rebuke, coddling, and corporal punishment, or on whether or not 
children deserve support of any kind past their 18th birthdays. Perhaps I had just stifled a missed 
opportunity. But after the debacle of my daughterÕs foster care question, I was concerned that 
should my mother not win best in class, the result wo uld be another six-year boycott of contact.  
 
My father loved to watch the fireworks he could kindle . But I, killjoy that I am, could never bear 
the scorched earth they ignited at my motherÕs house. On such occasions, I was particularly grate-
ful for the bridge across the bay that made me not my motherÕs neighbor. 
 
Save it, papa, please, for donor rivalries. For debates at a yeshiva where the children re supposed 
to argue. Or for a night out with your own special boys, your companions. Please, papaÑspare 
us. At least on MotherÕs Day. Amen. 
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Once, when I was little, my  
father tried to teach me An-
cient Greek. I got very excit-
ed about it. The letters had 
new curves and angles, and 
some of them sounded dif-
ferent from all the other let-
ters that I had ever learned. 
And the stories were differ-
ent, too.  But Ancient Greek 
just didnÕt take. The problem 
wasnÕt the unfamiliar alpha-
bet. No, that part was fun.  
And I don Õt remember the 
grammar to say that that 
was the problem either. 
 
No, I think it was that after 
the basics, my father ex-
pected me to carry on on my 
own. That, after all, is what 
he had done as a child. 
 
But to me,  the most  exciting 

  
 

She wasnÕt too sure about that, 
but still, she wanted answers. 

 
ÒWhat are these "! s doing here, 

Abba?Ó Malkah asked. 
ÒThey donÕt seem to mean anything .Ó 

 
MalkahÕs Father handed her 

one bible after another in 
all different languages. 

 
And in every single oneÑit was trueÑ 

there was no word for "! . 
 

thing about Ancient Greek was spending time with my father. And the only way to do that was to 
ask a really good question. And I donÕt think my questions were good enough. So he sent me off 
to school. With a more suitable language. 
 
Half the day was in Hebrew and half in English. The school was Hillel Hebrew Academy. 
 
In the morning, words were alive, sentient and filled with prayer and music. Each letter of the 
aleph-bet had a story, and was composed of other letters that made them special.  Even the 
grammar was fun because the letters combined and recombined. You could make words that 
didnÕt even exist, and still know what they meant. 
 
But in the afternoon, the letters were dead. They lay there on the page and just made sounds.  
They didnÕt have stories of their own. All they did was make words that made stories I didnÕt care 
about. Why are these letters different from all others? No, I didnÕt ask that. 
 
What I wanted  was to climb into the aleph-bet letters, and go deeper and deeper inside.  Into the 
lines and curves that made them, and see what made them tick.   
 
Unlike ancient Greek, English, and parents, aleph-bet letters never disappointed. 
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The "!  wasnÕt the question that 
drove me when I was a kid.  
No, it was something else.  
 
As you know, m y father had 
given me AdamÕs First Day, a 
book that for decades I have 
looked for in vain. Sometimes I 
wonder if it ever really existed. 
 
I go over it and over it in my 
mind. Just canÕt shake it. Even 
the monochrome pictures were 
bleak and depressing. 
 
But there was Adam (yes, IÕm 
still obsessing), waking up for 
the very first time of anybody 
ever waking up, and the whole 
world was waking up with 
him. Every encounter he had 
was filled with the wonder and 
freshness of new existence.  
 
He was in a state of complete 
awe,   and  grappled  with    the  

 ÒMaybe,Ó he said, 
 Òmaybe in Hebrew, 

the language of the Torah, 
we just put "!  in front of everything 

God created.  And thatÕs it, huh?Ó 
 

Malkah didnÕt like that answer. 
 

Why, she wondered, would God 
put a word that didnÕt mean anything 

 right at the beginning 
of all Creation? 

 
ÒGood,Ó her Father said, 

Òso you tell me.Ó 
 

So what is "! ? 
sensory overload of joy by trying to name everything in sight . And I was there with him. 
 
At the end of this exhausting first day of all existence, the sky begins to darken, and Adam reali z-
es that it is all being taken away again, all receding back into darkness.  He sinks to the ground in 
such well-drawn despair that it broke my childhood heart.  Losing ever ything Ñthe whole entire 
world! It was my first introduction to the idea of dea th up close and personal, apart from my 
motherÕs many miscarriages. And I didnÕt understand my motherÕs pregnancies and miscarriages 
enough to perceive them as actual life and death. 
 
Turning to the last page of the book, of course Adam wakes up, and gets to start all over again.  
But for me it was too lateÑmy heart was already existentially broken. The end of all things was 
palpable, and I was fixed on it.  The new morning meant to me only that I would have to conte m-
plate losing the world all over again. Again and again and again. Maybe thatÕs what happens 
when youÕre raised on the Holocaust. Or maybe thatÕs just me. 
 
Poor Adam, I think. Poor Adam had words and names for e verything.  Everything, of course, ex-
cept his feelings. What does it feel like, I wondered, to lose the entire world?   
 
ThatÑ that was my question as a child.  
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Once when I was sick, my fa-
ther gave me a kidsÕ book of 
archaeology, with line draw-
ings recreating what life had 
been like in ancient days. 
 
It also had photographs, pri-
marily of unremarkable look-
ing shards of pottery and other 
broken pieces of the past. 
 
How, I wondered, could any-
one piece together all those 
fragments and come up with 
the stories of whole lives, 
towns, and empires that had 
once lived ? 
 
How much of archaeology was 
just making up  fantastic tales? 
And what about human ori-
gins? How could you rebuild 
an entire skeleton of a once liv-
ing being, if all youÕve found 
buried  is a single tooth or jaw?     
 
Of all  the wonders depicted in 
that  book,  I  became  obsessed 

 Malkah read the passage again 
and again, and tried to figure it out. 

 
Bireisheit bara Elohim etÑ 

 
She stopped right there. 

 
In the Beginning, God created !" ! 

 
She was sure this was right. 

But if God created "!  
before anything else, 
it must be important 

and it had to mean 
something. 

 
Malkah had found  

her first puzzle in the Torah. 

with Pompeii. The line drawi ng that I stared at the most was of a baker putting a loaf of bread in 
an oven. Next to it  was a photograph of an actual loaf of bread from Pompeii, scored like a pie. 
The volcanoÕs eruption had baked that loaf of bread at the same time it had incinerated everyone 
in town.   
 
Pompeii had been covered with  around 20 ft. of volcanic ash. Everything, everyone had been bur-
ied alive mid -step by that massive eruption of Mount Vesuvius. I just couldnÕt get over it. It took 
my breath away just thinking of being incinerated lik e the baker where I stood. Holocaust, yes. 
 
For a few years I drew nothing but volcanoes with my colored pencils, t he way the Little Prince 
drew a snake swallowing an elephant. Only I neatly l abeled all the parts. My favorite word b e-
came magma, partly for how it sounded, and partly because it required the most vibrant colors. I 
said it over and over, enunciating slowly, driving my mother mad. But one thing became clear. 
Given my fear of fire, I was never going to study volc anoes. And so I turned aside.  
 
All that remained was to uncover ash, and resurrect the lives and stories beneath. 
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Tell some students thereÕs another way to 
think about the first line of Genesis, in Hebrew 
called Bireisheit, and they are likely to look at 
you sideways and have no idea what youÕre 
talking about.  
 
Because to most people who read the bible, in 
the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth is how the ÒGood BookÓ begins. And it 
means only  that: In-the-beginning. God. Cre-
ated. The-Heavens. And -the-Earth. No more. 
And no less. 
 
In English, thereÕs a whole word missing. 
ThereÕs no "!  at all. 
 
But when you read the passage in Hebrew, 
you can open doors even with the very first 
letter of the bibleÑ $Ñ bet. Or with  the very 
first word. Bireisheit raises all kinds of won-
derful problems. If you let it . Long before 
reaching "!  a whole four words down the 
road. 
 

!  is the first letter, 
 and "  is the last letter. 

SoÑ 
 

In the beginning,  
before the Heavens 

and before the Earth, 
God. 

Created. 
The Aleph-Bet. 

 
And thatÕs how 

Malkah discovered 
her first secret 

in the Torah. 

ItÕs our job to look behind the curtain. And then we are hooked.  
 
I started with $ and kept going from there. I could have started elsewh ere, I suppose, but  $is 
where  the Torah  starts. Unlike Malkah, I clearly have no imagination. I didnÕt think about the 
"!  for  a long, long time. It was, after all, only the fourt h word in Genesis. I just wasnÕt ready. 
 
What becomes of a child who enters the mystical realm rather than the magical one? For all kids 
love magic and fairytales, make-believe, and shadows.  But the mystical is a very different do-
main.  ItÕs not about stories with talking helper -animals, not about shape-shifting into swans or 
transmuting elements into gold. The mystical domain is more often not inhabited by anthro-
pomorphic beings at all. But there are aleph-bet letters and elemental principles. 
 
Follow the letters of your own name in Hebrew if you donÕt believe me. And t here you have it: 
a personalized mystical journey, step by step. Change your name (or even draw the letters di f-
ferently) and your journey changes, too. It happens all the time in the Torah. Follow the letters 
of any Hebrew word, andÑ 
 
But wait. First you learn your letters. See what they are made of. See where they come from. Go 
deep inside them. But be warned. ItÕs possible to fall in so deep that you never quite come back 
out again.  
 
But even if you do tear yourself away, nothing is ever the same.  
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I fell into the center of the $ 
long before I thought about any 
of the other letters. I didnÕt 
know about Mother Letters or 
Father Letters, Simple Letters 
or Double Letters. No, it  just 
seemed that the $ was filled 
with possibility.  
 
The !  could be drawn with or 
without a dot in the m iddle. 
With the dotÑ the dageshÑ it 
felt alive and full, and it filled 
me with hope and joy. (No, I 
have no idea why, either).   
 
And when it was empty, I got 
depressed.  Yes, thatÕs right. A 
child getting depressed over 
the lack of a dot in the middle 
of the Hebrew equivalent of the 
English letter b.   
 
I was a sensitive child, it seems. 
My  father called me ÒMelan-
choly,Ó which I thought was a 
term of endearment.  And so,  it   

 Malkah set out 
to find more hidden things 

inside the Aleph -Bet Letters. 
 

But when she looked 
at the Torah again, 

all she saw 
was another Problem. 

 
ÒTell me Abba,Ó she said, 

Òwhy does the Torah start 
with the Letter ! , 
the second letter, 

instead of ! , the first?Ó 
 

Abba didnÕt answer.   
So Malkah pondered the !  alone. 

 
made me happy. But he also fed my impulse  to fall into the letters by giving  me The Aleph-Bet 
Book, one of the few books from my childhood that I still have after all these decades. And  it too 
was rather depressing. Each chapter was about a single letter of the Hebrew alp habet. And each 
letter goes on a journey searching for the Sabbath bride who has disappeared from the world. By 
the end of the book, each letter has had a grand adventure, but the Sabbath bride, is still nowhere 
to be found. My father did not tell me it wa s a kabbalistic tale. Why should he? He was a firm be-
liever in self-discovery. It was my mother who was big  on piling on  meanings. But now, when an 
explanation would have been welcome, like the Sabbath bride, my mother was nowhere to be 
found.  
 
Who in their right mind gives a book li ke that to a melancholy child? In his defense, I believe my 
father felt it was more age appropriate than my motherÕs choices of Kafka and DŸrrenmatt.    
 
While I curled up hidden inside the ! , I w as pretty sure my mother and the Sabbath bride were 
off  together escaping death camps and gas chambers. For that was my motherÕs main obsession. 
No, she herself had not been incarcerated in the camps. But she could feel their torment. 
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We were sitting in the cour t-
yard, and Fatma was squat-
ting over the earthen kanoun 
teaching me to cook. The les-
son this time was a proper 
Tunisian chakchouka. 
 
She had never gone to school, 
but still she took me to the 
root of what once had been 
the Mid dle Eastern experi-
ence. We cooked together. 
 
ÒWater is the most im-
portant ,Ó she said. ÒIt affects 
everyone.  And spices are the 
flavors of each people, so you 
can tell the difference. 
 
ÒThe key to chakchouka is that 
there is no blending, no mi x-
ing together. Everything has 
its own place, its own level. 
Chickpeas are like the family 
of the imam. They may be 
poor but they rise to the top. 
Meat is rich, like Jews, but still 
it sinks to the bottom.  
 
ÒEverything has its place,Ó 
she said.  ÒBut when you stir 
the pot, what is at the bottom 
rises, and the top falls. And 
then they settle down again to 
their natural places. Once in a 

!  she knew 
was for bayitÑ house. 

 
But suddenly  

she could see inside that house. 
   

And there, deep down, 
was a courtyard, 

with a fountain  
right in the center. 

 
And the gateway  
to the courtyard 

stood open. 
    

Malkah  
was being invited inside.  

 
Questions open doors, 

Malkah thought  
 

And so, she walked right in. 

while somebody kicks the pot, and the meat at the bottom burns, and the chickpeas at the top 
boil  over and escape. And  without all the right ingredients, the chakchouka is ruined. Even the 
water.Ó 
 
I stayed in the courtyard for a long time, and Fatma gave me lesson after lesson. There were no 
more Italians in the village. No more French. And no m ore Jews (who had lived  there since be-
fore the Romans).  
 
Noth ing tastes the same, she said. And the children donÕt know how good it used to be. 
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Come and see.  
 
IÕve been to this place, this 
fountain, this center of the 
Universe.   
 
IÕve felt it in the hot ash drag 
of a cigarette. IÕve seen it in 
the tight woven threads of a 
simple window curtain .  
 
And IÕve beheld it stretched 
out before me, vast, in the 
springtime desert, abloom 
with new improbable life.  
 
Most of all, IÕve been to this 
place when IÕm out there on 
the cliffs, caught by the force 
of the wind as it sends up 
spores and pollens, emissar-
ies in all directions.   
 
IÕve breathed in those letters, 
choked them out, held them 
down, chucked them up.  
 
IÕve stuttered and stam-
mered old  thoughts, and 
made new ones flow like 
fresh born honeyÑ s ilky 
words that do not falter.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Malkah 
found herself 

at the center of Creation, 
where all Letters were born, 

all words were made, 
and all stories began. 

 

 
But every once in a while, I have hurled symbols like  firebombs, and spewed shocking combina-
tions of syllables, ugly and harsh and cruel, remindin g me of my mother.  
 
And  when  that  happens,  I 
take  out   my  straw  broom. 
 
And I begin to sweep. 
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Some courtyards have thick 
doors with iron locks requir-
ing old heavy keys, and 
some are merely a sugges-
tion of  private space, easy to 
miss if you donÕt know what 
youÕre looking for.  
 
Be careful not to trespass. 
 
But, once inside, protected 
and secluded, women gath-
er, tell  stories, share prob-
lems, and they give both 
wanted and unwanted ad-
vice. TheyÕre busybodies and 
warm cushiony bodies. They 
are somebodies and they are 
nobodies.  
 

  
 

Inside the Letter ! , 
she discovered 

that all peoples have 
Creation Stories 

of their own. 
 

Some began with darkness. 
 

Some with chaos. 
 

Stories sit in the courtyard waiting to be told. Instruments vibrate under the jasmine waiting to be 
plucked. Songs burst out from nowhere with little provo cation.  Little girls beat the table when 
they have no drums. Grandmas clap in unison, and ulul ate. Chores get done collectively , and 
homework too. There is laughter. Lewdness. And more than anything else, there is grace. My 
husband is allowed in the courtyard with the women because he understands nothing. And that 
makes them laugh. And heÕs a doctor, so itÕs okay. Once he begins to comprehend, heÕs allowed in 
only when the men are allowed to come home. 
 
Harvey Milk has just been assassinated back home. Jim Jones has kool-aided 900 souls. AIDS has 
hit town. ÒThatÕs where youÕre from?Ó Fatma asks. ÒMaskina!Ó You poor thing. 
 
ÒStay here!Ó the women in the courtyard say. ÒStay there,Ó say people back home. 
 
 ÒI need to go home,Ó I say, Òto be with  my mother.Ó  
 
ItÕs a lie. But I wonder now if it was exactly what I wanted. Either way, t he women nod approv-
ingly . Fatma holds my belly. ÒItÕs a boy,Ó they all agree. ÒItÕs about time,Ó they whisper to each 
other. IÕd been married over a decade by then. Without  children, maskina. 
 
I gave my mother an old iron key for her birthday that year. I had it framed. I t was a 13thcentury 
Spanish courtyard key I had found at the flea market with my dad . In Spain, people said the Jews 
kept the keys to their front doors after the expulsion, and that one day the Jews would return, car-
rying their keys in their hands, and want ing their homes returned to them. You have no idea how 
many times I heard that story. 
 
That old Spanish key was the only gift I ever gave my mother  that she never gave away. 
  



!"#$%&'$(#)*+#$,+#&-.*/$

 45 

 
Plate I-23 

  



!"#$%&'$(#)*+#$,+#&-.*/$

 46 

 
Plate I-24-L 

  



!"#$%&'$(#)*+#$,+#&-.*/$

 47 

 
Plate I-24-R  

  



!"#$%&'$(#)*+#$,+#&-.*/$

 48 

 
We got our first television set 
later than most families 
where we lived . It was 1955. 
My father was attached to 
the radio and the newspaper. 
Surely that was enough. 
 
But my fatherÕs brother had 
a TV shipped out from the 
Bronx to get us up to speed. 
 
My mother, suspicious of 
appliances of all sorts be-
cause, well Ñ the HolocaustÑ
made sure the thing w as 
kept unplugged when not in 
use. It sat at the far end of 
the living room, and we 
would take chairs from the 
dining room table to sit and 
watch it. And then the thing  
would be unplugged  once 
more. 
 
One night my mother told 
me to go over and plug the 
thing in. And so I walked 
over, picked up the plug and 
bent over to shove it into the 
outlet.    
 

  
But the Creation Story 

MalkahÕs Father liked to tell 
began with Light.  

Infinite Light.  
 

Before the "! , 
before the ! , 

before any Letters at allÑ 
 

The Day before Creation 
there was only light, 

with no darkness 
anywhere to be seen. 

 
ÒWe call this Light 

ÔOr Ain Sof,Ó 
MalkahÕs Father said. 
ÒLight without End.Ó 

But as I bent over, my necklaceÑa silver Magen David star inside a circle that my new father had 
given meÑ got caught between the plug and the outlet. 
 
The shock threw me from one end of the living room to the opposite far wall of the dining room. I 
hit my head against the built -in sideboard. There was a sizzle sound, and smoke was coming 
from somewhere. Knowing nothing of electricity , I had no idea what had happened. 
 
My mother came running over to me. I had never seen her run so fast, not before, not after. She 
grasped the necklace with a look of utte r relief. The circle around the star was still sizzling when 
she grabbed it, and what was left of it was charred black. But the star itself had been spared. 
 
ÒYou see,Ó she said, ÒYou see! They try to kill usÑ but the Jewish People, we will always survive!Ó 
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I had my share of recurrent 
nightmares when I was a 
kid.  And even then I knew 
they werenÕt the kind of 
nightmare a child  was sup-
posed to have. There were 
no monsters, no chase 
scenes, no angry humans. 
No scary memes at all. And 
yet, I w as scared. 
 
My recurrent nightmare 
was of a Thread of Light .  
 
It  stretched out across a si-
lent empty U niverse. It  
would    get    brighter    and  

 From deep inside the ÔOr Ain Sof, 
a contraction took placeÑ TzimtzumÑ 

and a dark space appeared inside 
 the Primordial light 

 
ÒContractions, Abba,Ó Malkah said. 

ÒThere must have been more than one. 
 

ÒYes,Ó her Father said. 
ÒA womb, for all, all of Creation.Ó 

 

brighter, hotter and hotter, until it was vibrating with  unbearable tension. And then it would 
suddenly  snap. And  shatter. All that Ñ without a sound. T he tension would be relieved at last. I 
could breathe easy for a moment or two, suddenly wide awake in the darkness, and then IÕd fall 
asleep again. And the light would start to collect itself, tighten into that impossibly thin thread of 
blinding light . And reassert itself. Again and again. And again.  
 
Just a thread of l ight, thatÕs all. That was my nightmare as a child. Why did it scare me so? Was it 
how bright it was ? How l ong and impossibly  thin? Was it the emptiness of the universe? The 
loneliness? What was it that was so unbearable? Just maybeÑit was the utter perfection of it. Th at 
unsustainable perfection. Maybe it was the lesson that ÒperfectÓ was not something I could man-
age without breaking it. Or perh aps it was the nightmare that made me loathe perfection. 
 
Islamic weavers weave an error into their carpets. For, who can create perfection except Allah ? 
ThereÕs something comforting to me about such purposeful imperfection . Just as my mother used 
to say, Õtear it in healthÕ when I had new (hand-me-down ) clothes from my dadÕs bossÕs daughter. 
ÒTearÓ itÑ not ÒwearÓ it. Perfection is not a human attribute. Broken is human. Ripped is human. 
Torn. Bruised. My mother celebrated the first time I brui sed my knee. ÒAt last,Ó she says she said. 
Perhaps she knew what a perfect child meant long before my sister was conceived. The perfect 
baby did not cry.  She had brain cancer. 
 
How was I to know there was a whole cosmogony rooted in shevirahÑ the shattering of the ves-
sels produced by the primordial thread of light ? Had there been some ancient kabbalist whisper-
ing in my ear each night teaching me? Some say evil was unleashed thus upon the world, like the 
sharp shards of the mirror of the Ice Queen.  
 
But others say it was the aleph-bet letters that were releasedÑthe building blocks of the universe. 
When I learned this, I could finally get some sleep. 
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I used to think  that my mother 
was a monster and my new 
father was a saint. He was 
supposed to be my savior and 
protector.  My mother even 
told me so. ThatÕs what he was 
for. ThatÕs why she brought 
him home. Why she married 
him. Why I got to leave the 
foster home. 
 
However, one incident stands 
out as the tipping point of my 
expectations. 
 
I woke in the  dark in the mid-
dle of the night to their argu-
ing again.  
 
But this wasnÕt the time she 
threw the heavy 1950s tele-
phone across the room, miss-
ing my fatherÕs head only be-
cause the cord didnÕt reach.  
 
Nor was it the ti me she 
scratched at me, claws out like 
an angry cat, taking  streaks of 
my skin with her under her 
nails. 
 
No, this was the time that, fi-
nally, m y father seemed to 
have had enough. I could tell 
because his voice was shaking. 
 
He backed up retreating 
through   my   bedroom    door 

 In this womb,  
vessels emerged, 

and a powerful thread of light 
pierced through every single one. 

 
The vessels were fragile, 

they trembled 
and they shattered. 

 
Flashes of Light spread 

across the newly created 
universe. 

 
They became no more than 

bright but tiny sparksÑ 
distant, hidden, 
and unknown.  

 
Malkah didnÕt like this Creation. 

 
Everything in it was broken 

and scattered. 
 

It was not a world 
she wanted to live in.  

until he bumped into  the old deco vanity that sat pointlessly on one wall of my room. And with 
super-human strength (for a pudgy Jewish scholar), he lifted its enormous mirror above his head. 
 
ÒIf you donÕtÑif you donÕt be quiet,Ò he said quietly , ÒIÕll break this mirror over my own head!Ó    
 
And I started giggling.  My father, I thought,  wasnÕt going to save me anytime soon. He couldnÕt 
even save himself.  
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While I thought m y mother was by 
far the most broken piece of work 
in the universe, I also thought she 
was beautiful . Or so she informed 
me. And she loved beautiful things.  
And opera. 
 
ÒWhat is she for?Ó I would ask my 
father. 
 
ÒYou never know,Ó he would intone, 
Òthe good a person brings to the 
world.Ó A very unsatisfying answer.  
 
She had just been caught by her 
doctors faking some dread illness 
or other, but not before scaring my 
father into a very real, very massive 
heart attack.   
 
ÒWhy do you put up with it?Ó I 
said, as he lay, for the first time in 
his life , in a hospital bed.  

  
  

ÒOur sages teach,Ó her Father said, 
Òthat this is our World. 

 
ÒHere, there are many broken things, 

broken dreams, and even 
broken hearts. 

 
ÒThe story of shattering is a 

reminder that the world, 
it does need fixing. 

 
ÒAnd it is our job, Malkah, 

to repair the broken pieces.Ó 
 
He looked at me, and I knew something profound was coming. ÒEverybody,Ó he said, Òeverybody is a 
martyr to somebody. And you and I are martyrs to your mother.Ó And he went  right back to dealing with 
museum business on his hospital  bed. My dadÕs secret was revealed at last: Just work. YouÕll be fine. 
 
When my mother  was quite elderly, she would  call me frequently in the middle of the night . And once 
I asked her to please, please wait until morningÑunless it was an emergency. 
 
ÒIf I callÑ Ò said my mother, Òby definition itÕs an emergency. IÕm going to hang up the phone now, and 
slit my throat, and youÕll find me in the morning.Ó And she hung up on me. 
 
 ÒOh ma,Ó I said courageously the next day, Òwhy are you being so, soÑ dramatic?Ó I had finally man-
aged to ask this after a lifetime of  being the recipient of such outbursts. She was sitting up like a queen 
in her hospital bed at home, and she threw her arms up into the air in a grand gesture. She was particu-
larly beautiful that dayÑ 
 
ÒIÕm not being dramatic,Ó she said. ÒIÕm beingÑ operatic!Ó  
 
And I realized that I had never understood my mother. She did indeed live inside an opera. A nd had I 
understood this when I was growing up, I probably could have sat back and enjoyed the spectacle. 
 
She died the next night , fourteen minutes past midnight into the New Year. W ith fireworks. 
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I used to have students count up how many points 
their own lives compared ( so far) to Lord RaglanÕs 22 
points outlining the life cycle of the hero. And it ten d-
ed to be only the foster kids who scored even a point 
or two. In this way, students learned to apprecia te 
what distinguishes  the mythic hero. 
 
It didnÕt occur to me then to compare my own begin-
nings to RaglanÕs points. But enough were spot on to 
invalidat e his entire hypothesis. His hero isnÕt so dif-
ferent. 
 
The first three points were easy to document (special 
lineage). Take my word for it. 
 
Number 4 was the one that made me take notice, (the 
circumstances of conception are unusual). Radiation poi-
soning and sterility of my biological father  are,  I sur- 

ÒBut you havenÕt 
repaired anything,Ó 

Malkah said. 
 

ÒYou just sit in your  
dusty old Library 

and read your 
crumbling old books.Ó 

 
Her Father said nothing. 
But turned another page. 

mise,  unusual enough circumstances to get a point there. Numbers 6, 7, and 8 were spot on. 
And number 9 ( no details of childhood) matches the major lacunae in anyoneÕs knowledge of my 
child hood. Even having lived it, I am unclear on most except the most egregious moments. 
Given that IÕm neither accomplished nor dead yet, there are many points I wonÕt ever be able to 
assess. Yes, Raglan was pretty literal about the life cycle of the hero.   
 
His model is meant to demonstrate how different the heroÕs life is from our own. In this way, 
we can easily recognize our hero and call him by name. Moses. Jesus. BuddhaÉ. There are, of 
course, no heroines on RaglanÕs list. His hero is essentially a tragic figure, but he is also a magi-
cal one. Oedipus, who ranks the highest on RaglanÕs list, does a good job of falling hard. 
 
But thereÕs another way to look at the heroÕs life cycle, and Joseph Campbell took this alternate 
path. We who survive the improbability of conception and gestation, we who wend our way 
successfully down the birth canal and into the world of daylight, we are already heroes of cos-
mic proportions.  
 
It is the miracle of our birth that makes us heroes, says Campbell. And we ought to remember it 
when we embark on whatever journey we have been given. We have already taken the most 
difficult journey of our lives. And that has prepared u s for anything that may follow. 
 
When I look at RaglanÕs hero, supposedly so different from our own lives, and CampbellÕs, who 
is us incarnate, I believe that Raglan expects us to trust in the judgment and authority of the 
grand Other, while  Campbell wants us to follow  no one but ourselves. 
 
And while my own  origins have an uncanny resemblance to RaglanÕs soul-crushing beginnings, 
it is Campbell who is there to take me by the hand, point the way,  and remind me that I was set 
upon the road right from the beginning. And that, surely, is en ough.  
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There was a lot of something 
called ÔaggravationÕ when I was 
growing up . Adults  talked 
about it all the time. My gran d-
father gave it to my grand moth-
er. My mother gave it to my f a-
ther. I apparently gave it all 
around. And we kids, colle c-
tiv ely, gave it to our teachers. 
 
It was a communicable disease 
passed between humans, affect-
ing, I believe, only adults.  
 
My grandfather snored. That 
was his means of transmission. 
My   mother   yelled,   scratched,  

  
ÒSome things can never be fixed,Ó 

Malkah said. 
 

And she did not  speak 
to her Father again that day. 

 
Nor the next. 

 
Nor the day after that. 

and  threw things. And me? I didnÕt laugh or smile. 
 
To ease her aggravation, my mother decided to cure me. She gave me a scrapbook, a pair of scis-
sors, a bottle of rubber cement glue, and a big pile of New Yorker magazines. My assignment? To 
go through the stack of New Yorkers , cut out every cartoon I thought was  funny, and paste it  into 
the scrapbook. This was meant to bolster my underdeveloped sense of humor, and calm my 
mother down. 
 
I went through hundreds of cartoons. A nd, at long last, something made me laugh, and laugh 
hard. But before I could cut it out, my mother rushed into my room , and stood over me as I lay on 
the floor with the scrapbook and magazines. She demanded that I show her the cartoon and tell 
her why  it  had made me laugh. Right then. Right there. Explain. I was still too young for her to 
demand an essay. Although essay assignments did come later. 
 
Quickly, I flipped the pages of the magazine so it wa snÕt apparent which page I had been on. For 
the cartoon had depicted a husband standing up to his wifeÑ in public. You could do that?  
 
Thinking about that night  IÕve decided that hostility is not as safe in humor as it ought to  be. ItÕs 
still safest to keep things buried way deep down. Or better yet, three or more thousand miles 
away. Safety in distance. I stopped my laughi ng abruptly that night, and turned the page quickly 
enough to not have to show it . But I never forgot that cartoon. And how scared I became of my 
emotions. They werenÕt safe anywhere, it seemed, not even in The New Yorker. 
 
My generation, we donÕt accuse people of aggravating us. No, we have something quite different:  
Anxiety. Nobody g ives it, nobody takes it. It just sits there eating away at us until (being the dru g-
gie generation that we are) we medicate ourselves and hope it disappears. 
 
Dear Mother: New Yorker cartoons are not for eight-year-olds. And , yes, I did have a sense of hu-
mor.  You just didnÕt get to notice until we reached that penultimate day.  
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I admit I have a problem with 
fire, but I donÕt think itÕs about 
mystical  nightmares or being 
zapped by an electrical current 
from an outlet in our  house.   
 
No, I think itÕs about some-
thing entirely different. 
 
At  the foster home, there were 
three older boys and three of 
us  younger  kids.   I never did  

 But one night, 
Malkah found herself 

drawn back to the Library. 
   

And she discovered 
that there was more 

to the story of Tzimtzum. 
 

know exactly who was a Òreal child Ó of the Fosters, as I call them, and who, like me, was Òjust a 
foster child.Ó The three older boys were loud  teenagers, gangly and pim ply. They chased and 
punched each other a lot. Whether this violence was real or feigned, I never knew. I stayed clear.  
 
These odd elders taught the younger boy about Òinitia tion ritesÓ and suggested that we younger 
kids do it. I suspect malice was their motive. We were to pledge allegiance to each other in some 
kind of tangible, secret ceremony, and then weÕd be bound together as actual real kin forever. 
Something like that. I was almost four at the time, playing with the five and six year old.   
 
The three of us went outside on the sidewalk in front  of the foster home. The older kids were at 
school, and Mr. Foster was at work. If the rest of my life is any barometer, I probably volunteered 
to go first at this new game, this game called ÒRitual.Ó  
 
ÒYou canÕt tell, ever,Ó my foster brother said, Òor you will surely die.Ó Huh? And quick as a flash, 
he whipped out a book of matches, lit one match, which  set the book ablaze, and slapped it on my 
arm and my skin put the  fire out. It happened all so fast. 
 
Of all that I have read on rituals and rites of passage, BettelheimÕs approach struck me hardest. 
Symbolic Wounds speaks not just to rituals of belonging but also to the power of pain and mutil a-
tion to forge the deepest bonds. Maybe. But not this time . 
 
I felt  bound to my oath of silence, and held it for well pa st half a century. But we formed no 
brotherhood or sisterhood of real live kinship , which  I think I craved . Instead, it silenced us all, 
and we never played again as we had before. A few months later , I was scooped up and whisked 
off to my motherÕs second wedding . Off to  my third father. A nd, as we know, third timeÕs a 
charm. 
 
I couldnÕt tell my mother why IÕd panic when forced to light the Shabbat candles. I could not 
strike a single match. And rituals or rites of passageÑmore panic . At my own bat mitzvah,  with 
400 in attendance, I opened my mouthÑ and not a single note emerged. Cantor Cohen slapped 
me hard on the back, as if I were a newborn babe, and Torah, the ancient wail of our people, at 
last came pouring out.  
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After some years, my ol d 
nightmare started to change. 
The thread of l ight became a 
coil, a snake, a jump rope, 
moving faster and faster with 
rhythmic intensity . But in-
stead of a satisfying slap of 
the rope on a sidewalk, there 
was nothing . For it was sur-
rounded only by emptiness. 
 
A  baby  would  enter.  SheÕd 

A second thread of Light  
emerged out of the Or Ain Sof. 

 
There was a second tryÑa second chance. 

 
This time, the Light entered gently 

inside the Darkness. 
 

be naked. And crying soundlessly. She could not , for the life of her, jump the rope of light. And 
she would fall  into the abyss. To me, a young teenager filled with portents and omens, I saw my 
nightmare as a premonition  of the birth of the real child  who could not navigate the world of 
light.  And w hen she died during her five-hour brain surgery a mere few months after her birth , 
I figured maybe we just hadnÕt deserved her. Or maybe she didnÕt really die. Maybe she got 
redistributed somewhere . Maybe IÕd see her again one day. Ah, how  magical thinking attempts 
to soothe the bewildered soul.  
 
Around that time , I began riding the public busses to the end of the line. I explored the hills, 
walked the quiet trails . IÕd watch who got on and where they got off. Eventually, I was brave 
enough to cross the bridge and explore the big city . And IÕd walk. IÕd walk the noisy streets.  
 
In this way, I stumbled upon  Fritzie and the Metaphysical Book Shop in downtown San Fran-
cisco. I remember a small door and dark narrow stairs, An  old fashioned round table with a 
chair on each side of it , pretty m uch blocking access to all the books. I remember a stack of 
cards with beautiful pictures on them and I reached fo r them. This was a bookstore? An old la-
dy with white hair appeared out of nowhere and sat down. She took the cards out of my hands, 
beckoned me to sit, and began to shuffle. And maybe it wasnÕt like that at all, but I was young. 
 
ÒNine of swords,Ó she said. ÒHeadaches? Nightmares?Ó The old lady  smiled sweetly. I bought 
two books. And a box of the pretty Egyptian -looking cards. 
 
After t hat, the thread of light did not  come back. Not at least until I was older, and my mentor, 
Reb Zalman, reminded me of its place in the creation of the world.  
 
But it was never an abstraction for me. Neither was it a religious principle, nor a mystical con-
cept. By the time I had my Ph.D. under my belt, I knew the thread of light personal ly. Inside 
and out. I had watched it churn the universe all through my chi ldhood . I knew what that pier c-
ing light  felt like. More needle than thread. My head had throbbed wi th the maddening cycles 
of creation and destruction  since childhood. In the darkness pierced by light. 
 
And when Reb Zalman reactivated the memory of it , I could teach it. Standing on one foot.  
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I want to say that once upon a time there was a 
Greek woman who  lived in side an alchemical 
universe. But I have no imagination to make up 
fairy tales. She was real, and I wanted to meet 
her. 
 
Why, you might ask, would I want to meet an 
alchemical woman? 
 
Around that time, I was trying to read the Sefer 
YetzirahÑt he (so-called) Book of CreationÑ
which  spoke of alchemical elements. And I 
thought I coul d use all the help I could get. For 
one thing, I thought it  should be called the 
Book of Formation, because thatÕs what yetzirah 
means. So what was going on here? 
 
For her part, the Greek woman for some reason 
wanted to learn the aleph-bet. And so our 
friendship began. 
 

 
And the Vessels, 

they did not shatter. 
 

They became Letters  
of the Aleph -Bet. 

 
First to appear 

were the Mother Letters 
 

First % Ñ Fire  
Then & Ñ Water 

Last !  rose above as Air  
I learned that the elements were not abstractions to her. Like FatmaÕs teachings in North Africa, 
hers were cooking lessons. Fire was the spark, ignition , and inspiration . Without fire, nothing 
cooked. Water provided the steeping, incubation, gestation of ideas, and new life . It was im-
portant to let these stew or ripen or mature, each in its own measure of time. No half -baked 
ideas. Take your time . But not too much time, for then ideas get sodden and dank. Moldy ideas.  
A lchemical Air gave off the aroma of what weÕd stewed. Wistful, like  sitting in a coffee house 
talking revolution. But itÕs still just hot air until  all the elements are in place. 
 
The Greek woman taught me to mix elements in proper measure. And I taught  her the roots of 
letters and words.  We smiled and were happy, and the languages we taught and learned 
brought us joy. And we cooked. And were nourished each other. 
 
Yet alchemy did not answer my question about the Sefer Yetzirah. Instead, The Twilight Zone did. 
The episode ÒTo Serve ManÓ hinged on two alternate understandings. Just as in Hebrew, where 
one form of the verb can be either a third person singular (Òhe didÓ) or a second person impera-
tive (Òdo!Ò). As long as you donÕt say it out loud and make the vowels explicit, the intention is 
ambiguous, filled with possibility. The book of Formation, implies that we are reading a magical 
text (the imperativeÑ doÑ ). You can do this! The book of Creation makes it wholly an act of God. 
The mysticÕs way of doing nothing  but marveling at the acts of God. He did this. For us. 
 
Translating the Sefer Yetzirah as the Book of Creation mixes it up. In Hebrew, the title tells us itÕs 
a magical book. In English, all you can do is marvel. 
 
And ÒTo Serve ManÓÑturned out to be a cookbook. 
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At the beginning of each semester, IÕd have to train 
my students to jump in there and talk. Ask. Engage. 
Because I canÕt stand a silent room. This is my 
problem, of course. No sitting there, shutting up 
respectfully, just taking notes. Think. Think loudly.  
 
IÕd tell  them stories that are begging for questions. 
You canÕt just write them down and spit them out 
on an exam. You canÕt even understand some tales 
unless you ask something. Stories are designed to 
leave out critical pieces of the puzzle. Ask the ÒSo 
What?Ó question. And then keep digging. 
 
Even my least favorite question is better than none. 
 

Next came 
the Double Letters, 
each in two forms, 

 
One empty: 

like  vet  $ 
 

And one full : 
 like  bet  !  

ÒWill this be on the exam?Ó  
 
Well , yes. The story illustrates a point. The point will be on the exam. Except that I find exams 
boring. So, no. There wonÕt be an exam. There will be something much harder. Analysis. 
 
Memorizing facts is empty. A pplying theory is full . WeÕre meaning junkies. Take movies, for 
example. Are they there only for your entertainment? Empty. Fill them.  Take a number of juicy 
theories, and apply them. And watch what  changes when your lens does. ItÕs a miracle.  
 
On occasion, I admit that I do ruin peopleÕs favorites movies. Think of  psychoanalysts, for ex-
ample. I do, since I was married to one. Now theyÑ they do apply theory. But itÕs the same one 
over and over. WeÕre at the movies with other analysts. And they insert Freud into every cra n-
ny. ItÕs not that I disagree. But I insist on multiple  lenses. So what do they do? They give me 
subsets of Freud. Sigh. 
 
When they apply their favorite Freud, theyÕre still inside a single truthÑa nd then they stop, as 
if they have the answer. And then I propose a different model. And a second and a third. They 
think  IÕm being difficult.  But if you can practice trying on different models, then you can you 
engage with those whose notions are different from your own. ItÕs not like  conversion to a dif-
ferent religion . Or, hmm, maybe it is?  
 
After I left  him, my  husband said that I had divorced the entire Psychoanalytic Institute. Which 
I donÕt think is really fair. Or quite true. DonÕt tell him , but I like FreudÑheÕs smart and funny 
and most of all, willing to change his mind.  And useful . But so is every other lens, whether ana-
lysts like it  or not. And n o, IÕm not being hostile. IÕm advocating resilience. 
 
In anthropology, weÕre trained to use multiple lenses. In Hebrew, we question every stroke that 
makes up every letter of the aleph-bet. Sometimes the letters are full, sometimes empty. And 
sometimes something else is going on. How much meaning can we wring out of that? 
 
Yes. This will be on the exam.  
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I need to get myself a better 
creation story of my own. 
How about  an explosion of 
aleph-bet letters on a half-shell 
painted by Botticelli inside an 
empty universe? 
 
My biological parents met at a 
Communist fundraiser in the 
mid -1940s. She was 19 or so 
and he was around 26. An ol d-
er man. She had come with her 
soon-to-be-fiancŽ. She was cer- 

And f inally,  the Simple Letters 
that had only one form. 

 
And the Aleph -Bet was complete. 

 
This was a very different 

Creation Story. 

tain he was about to propose. But then, somehow, he just didnÕt. And she really, really wanted 
to get out of her parentsÕ house. Angry, she started dancing with a dark, handsome stranger, 
who went on and on about some project he couldnÕt talk about at the University of Chicago. 
And abracadabra, just like that, they were married and on their honeymoon.  
 
But the honeymoon didnÕt go very well. And despite the exquisite cottage- by-the-sea setting, 
she ended up in the emergency room of a small community hospital on a twisty road in the for-
est. She told me this story every time we drove that road, w hich was frequently  for a while, 
when we had our own little cottage-by-the-sea right there in that same Del Monte forest. 
 
ÒThe brute!Ó the nurses exclaimed, my mother would tell me. ÒThe monster! They should lock 
him up for this.Ó  But in those days, marriage gave license to manly acts of forceful defloration. 
And my mother, it appears, became instantly pregnant. And that was me. From violence. 
 
She was obsessed with the traumas of her own  body. Her  monthly hemorrhaging . Her age. Her 
rage. Her despair. Miscarriages. The suffering of childbirth. The Inquisition. The Holocaust. 
And  the antidoteÑchocolate bars.  
 
SheÕd ship my father and me out to this a market by Lake Merritt that  carried gigantic slabs of 
dark chocolate.  My father would double park, and IÕd run in and pick up  the largest thickest 
slab that I could find.  I havenÕt seen chocolate like that in decades. These days, I pick up little 
round tins from Trader JoeÕs with wedges that seem so small and reasonable. I w onder if I eat 
all that chocolate in my motherÕs honor. Yes, I know Ñwe all need a good excuse. But IÕve never 
hemorrhaged in my life. IÕve only bled.  So for me, eating chocolate is just being self-indulgent.  I 
donÕt deserve it. ItÕs not as if IÕve ever suffered the way she did . 
 
My mother would b e sitting up in bed wearing her silky slip, cup of tea in one hand, book in 
the other. And IÕd hand over the slab, and sheÕd put the tea down on her bed tray to receive it. 
My father and I would watch from the doorway. If we were very still, and the rage w ithin her 
subsided while any chocolate remained, weÕd eachÑ if we were luckyÑ get a little piece.  
 
We would stand there, nibbling, watching warily until she was done. Explosion, we hoped, 
averted.  
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Long before it was fashionable, my father bought 
his clothes at thrift shops. He did weekly  rounds 
at garage sales. He made pilgrimages to flea mar-
kets. Auction houses. Antiquarian bookshops.  
 
Salvaged treasures, in my fatherÕs book. Junk , to 
my mother. But for  her, he found art deco vases. 
Bronzes. Stickleys. Spanish shawls of silk. And 
those treasures she called antiques.  
 
But the shoes my father wore hurt his feet. His 
jackets almost never fit. And the car he drove so 
embarrassed the folks at the museum that they 
chipped in and got him a bet ter clunker .   
 
Mostly,  he  collected  for  the museum.  And what   

ÒEvery Letter,Ó Abba said, 
Òbegins with a spark 
of the Infinite Light,Ó 

 
ÒHere, you try it.Ó 

 
And he gave her 

one of his old quill s, 
a notebook to form Letters, 
and her own bottle of ink. 

the museum rejected ended up at my fatherÕs apartment for Òre-homing.Ó He believed everyone 
should collect something. Anything . And if they collected, then they should specialize. And 
when he put this to me when I was young er, I decided IÕd collect stories. They took up less 
room. And they didnÕt break. 
 
But still, he insisted on the collection of objects. Stories, he said, came after the fact. 
 
Once, when my daughter  was little, she went off on an adventure with papa. ThatÕs what one 
did with him. Expedit ions. Salvage operations. And w hen she dutifully called to say sheÕd be 
home late, I was not surprised. There was an auction up north at the state capital. 
 
 ÒPapa got me a stuffed animal,Ó she added. ÒHow nice,Ó I said. It sounded so unlike him .  
 
They came home long past her bedtime, papa carrying her stuffed animal Ña taxidermically 
stuffed badger, teeth bared, claws out, mounted on a heavy pedestal. And so my daughter be-
gan collecting discarded taxidermy creatures. Mengele victims, in need of rescue. 
 
The lesson was clear. Saving poor, miserable, unwanted creatures was not reserved for Holo-
caust victims or beggars at the door on Passover. Or crumbling old books. Or mismatched 
socks. Or me. It was every single piece of unwanted misery from anywhere in the world, no  
matter how broken. 
 
My  daughterÕs crusade to save forlorn taxidermy animals did not end when she went off to 
New York for college. For a while she imagined taxidermy art installatio ns, but eventually gave 
up on acquisitions entirely. She studies acupuncture. With dreams of free clinics. 
 
When my son was six, he protested my fatherÕs salvage-as-gift proclivities. Papa had given him 
a broken old toy for Chanukah one year.  He marched my father upstairs, and when they re-
turned , they both had satisfied grins on their faces. Old was acceptable. Used was acceptable. 
Broken was not. My  son had negotiated his first of many contracts. Why hadnÕt I done that?  
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It started as an argument 
about color. Whether or not a 
tree is brown. Brown was the 
color my daughter  was miss-
ing, and so she could not 
paint a tree upon her bed-
room wall. 
 
I was determined for some 
reason to convince her that 
she could paint a tree without 
any brown at all. That there 
were reds and blues and pur-
ples, yellows and greens that 
could make the most beauti-
ful bark in the world. And 
that brown would just ruin it.  
 
She was dubious, but game to 
test it  out. 
 

Malkah opened her notebook, 
and she tried to write. 

 
She started with !  

but soon her lines began to grow. 
 

Her hand followed  along 
behind the quill,  until at last, 
she saw what she had done. 

 
It  was a pictureÑ 

a picture of Creation. 
 

We pulled her bed away from the wall and put an old s heet on the floor for drip s and spills. We 
started right that second. It never occurred to me to wait to pick up some canvas. This was a 
teaching moment. An  emergency! 
 
One of the best things about my childhood  was that my mother  allowed me to paint on the 
walls. IÕd squeeze dabs of oil paint on to a roller and create patterns, and then take a brush and 
put in some detail. Once I painted what ended up looking like  a cubist Bob DylanÑonly there 
was a sconce where his right eye should be. So I painted the glass, and his eye shone at night , 
illuminating his face.  
 
My daughter and I diluted  the paint  with  water and began the tree together. We painted layers 
of acryl ic wash, tall curvy strokes , building up the trunk. When I had proved my pointÑa tree 
isnÕt brownÑmy daughter had at the w all. And, night after night, a Tree began to grow. 
 
Her friends came over and helped with leaves. Or started on a new wall. Or had to learn that 
there were limits to what could be painted at our hous e. Leave the furniture alone, for example. 
 
The Tree grew taller . And so did my daughter. She slept under the canopy of its leaves for 
years. And then, one day when she was 16 or so, she came to me, troubled. W ith equal parts 
guilt , regret, and anticipation , she was ready to move on.  
 
ÒItÕs just paint,Ó I said to her.  
 
And poof, the Tree was gone.  
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I remember my mother 
knocking on someoneÕs door. 
At least I think it was my 
mother. Who else would it 
have been? It was a woman, I 
know that. I remember the 
door opening. And  a hand on 
my shoulder , pushing me in, 
leaning down and saying 
something. But I donÕt re-
member what. 
 
Maybe I was being told what 
to say. For when the door 
closed behind me and the 
woman was gone, I said, 
 
ÒNice to meet you, Mr. and 
Mrs. Foster.Ó 
 
And the manÕs smile disap-
peared. His eyebrows sank 
over his eyes, and he glared 
at me. 
 
ÒIn this house you will call me 
daddy,Ó he said. And he 
smacked me across the face. 
Mrs. Foster walked away. 
 
That, that was my first day. 
My  first minute in the foster 
home.  
 
They put me in a room and 
stuck me in a crib, which was 

 Malkah was confused. 
 

Could anybody just make up  
a Creation Story? 

 
Or was it as Bireisheit tells us, 
Ôin the beginning God created 

the heavens and the earthÕ? 
 

Or was it the "!  that was created 
before anything else? 

 
Did Creation start inside the ! ? 

 
Or did i t begin with Infinite Light  

and vessels that shattered? 
 

And wh at about all the other 
 Creation Stories in the world? 

 
ÒI like best,Ó she said to herself, 

Òthe one with the 
Aleph -Bet Letters.Ó 

 
the only ÒbedÓ they had left in the house. I wonder who had lived in that crib before me, for all 
the other kids in the house were older than I was. Although I was more than two  and could climb 
right out, I had the feeling IÕd get smacked again if I misbehaved in any way . Nobody had ever 
hit me before. I think. At least I donÕt remember. 
 
The family sat around the television set in the livi ng room after dinner in the evening, absorbed in 
a show. They laughed and talked. I saw a large sewing scissors and grabbed it. Sat myself down 
behind Mr. Foster in his overstuffed chair so he couldnÕt see me. And cut off my hair. The sound 
of the scissors was comforting. That, that is my creation story. The first day I grabbed a pair of 
scissors. And I cut. 
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I tracked down my biofather  
after I turned 18. And  discov-
ered that he was an expert in 
everything. Everything except 
kindness. And compassion. 
 
He reminisced about the good 
old days in Chicago. And his 
eyes glistened as he told me 
again about the whores he had 
named me after. The women, 
he said, who had been supplied 
by the government.  
 

 But Malkah knew she could not  
just pick and choose. 

 
One of them had to be right. 

And if one Creation Story was right, 
 the others had to be wrong. 

 
ÒI donÕt believe any of these stories, 

Abba,Ó she said. 
ÒThose were the best days of my life,Ó he says. ÒUntil the accident.Ó He repeated it again and 
again. That was the end of the best days of his life. 
 
ÒI thought youÕd be born with wheels instead of feet,Ó heÕd say. He expected deformities. Or su-
perpowers. (He read a lot of science fiction in the 1940s). But he was disappointed. I had neither.  
 
At 18, I learned that he had scratched me off his family tree , until, he said, I Òproved myself to be 
part of the family,Ó But by the end of his lif e, I guess I hadnÕt. Shortly before he died, he had add-
ed one little word in pencil next to my name in his last will  and testament: Òomit.Ó  
 
My  mother used to send me long-winded disinheritance letters whenever she found fault. I was 
used to being disinherited. But his was the real deal. Hers had been for show. 
 
ÒYou like art,Ó a cousin said after my biological fatherÕs funeral. I was helping him sort out the 
dead manÕs estate. ÒYou can haveÑ Ó he looked around , ÒÑ his paintbrushes. Nobody else wants 
those.Ó But my department chairÕs wife did Chinese painting . So I took the brushes for  her. 
 
I tell myself that itÕs reasonable. It  makes some kind of sense. I tell myself  that he must have de-
cided that I couldnÕt be Òhis.Ó How could I be? He was sterile. He was radiation sickness sterile. 
 
The flaw in the argument is, of course, that I look so much like him. Which might have something 
to do with why I donÕt like mirrors very much. 
 
ÒTell me a story,Ó I said, Òsomething you remember from when I was very, very smal l.Ó I asked 
him this  when it looked as if there wouldnÕt be another chance to ask.  
 
H is face lit up. 
 
ÒYour mother once asked me for money for medicine for you,Ó he said. ÒYou were very, very 
sick.Ó He beamed as he spoke. He was so proud of himself. ÒBut I told her,Ó he said. ÒNoÑÒ 
 
 ÒÑno, because you donÕt feed a dying dog.Ó  
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In the 1990s, Michael Murphy 
and George Leonard of the 
Esalen Institute set out to test 
the principles in MurphyÕs 
then forthcoming book, The 
Future of the Body. Test before 
publishing .  That was the idea.  

 ÒYou can believe, or not believe, 
Malkah,Ó he said. 

 
ÒEither way is a good start.Ó 

The experiment: the cultivation of  extraordinary experience. As an anthropologist, I thought IÕd 
check it out. ItÕs not like I would Òcheck it outÓ as a mere human being interested in this sort of 
thing (or any other). No, in order to participate, I nee ded to turn it into work. 
 
All p articipants were expected to follow the same diet, meditation, and kata (similar to a yoga se-
ries of movements), as well as an exercise program. We were to have goals that were measurable 
(e.g., build muscle ), and not measurable (e.g., visit the spirit world and talk to the dead ). We kept 
journals and notes. And Murphy and Leonar d kept notes. 
 
Anthropologi sts donÕt just watch or ask questions. We do. For however long it takes to get a sense 
of how things feel  and what they mean. In this case it meant having a daily practice, weekly meet-
ings, and yearly retreats for three years. My husband was sure I had joined a cult. But by the time 
my articles on the subject were published, we were already divorced. Before he reads anything of 
mine, though, he really ought to read Murphy first. And then Leonard and MurphyÕs descript ion 
of the experiment. After that , maybe try to do some of what we did.  And then , then we can talk. 
Oh my god. I sound just like my mother. Giving him h omework. 
 
In my study of the study I found that the initial participants fell  roughly into  four categories. 
There were the athletes, who were used to rigorous physical practice and wanted to improve their 
performance. There were the believers, who had an affinity for spiritual practice. There were the 
skeptics, who were just curious or had spare time, even if they thought  the whole enterprise a bit 
silly. And there were the dropouts, who for a variety of reasons, well, dropped out. 
 
The athletes were disciplined and knew how to work hard . Their performance tended to improve , 
sometimes dramatically. The believers, in contrast, expressed faith that ÒsomethingÓ would ha p-
pen. They prayed or meditated, and then they waited . And the dr opouts, well, they dropped out. 
 
The skeptics who remained in the experiment would roll their eyes. Bu t still they practiced . They 
persevered, expecting nothing . And while their physical or spiritual practices may have been less 
than remarkable, they were, to my surprise, the most likely to experience the extraordinary. 
 
In their book on the experimentÕs results, Murphy and Leonard concluded that bel ief was a signif-
icant component in achieving the extraordinary . They had had people repeating affirmations out 
loud in order to make them stick.  But I disagree. Skepticism is about paying attention  to evi-
dence. And if the evidence is overwhelming, no amou nt of hopeful muttering can match it. It was 
the skeptics who had had experiences beyond belief. 
 
The key? Allow yourself. Allow yourself to acknowledg e your experience, before it, whatever it  
happens to be, evaporates into thin air . The extraordinary is f leeting. Pay attention. 
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The lecture was about how 
the Patriarch Abraham and 
the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon them both) 
talked with God.  The differ-
ences and similarities fasci-
nated me, and I could have 
gone on and on. I love the 
Prophet. And Abraham, I 
love to argue with. 
 
But this was one of those 
short classes, just an hour 
and a half, and I was used to 
three-hour classes, with time 
enough to develop  some 
ideas and actually talk  about  

 ÒMaybe,Ó Malkah said, 
ÒMaybe questions are more important 

than belief?Ó 
 

ÒOur ancestors, they talked with God,Ó 
her Father said, Òthey wrestled.Ó 

  
ÒEither you have the conversation, 

Òor you donÕt.Ó 

them. I was teaching this class, Introduction to Western Religions, with a colleague whose course 
had been cancelled, and so we had been bundled together.  
 
This colleague was one of the faculty members who had  interviewed me for the position  in the 
Comparative Religious Studies Program, many years earlier, and weÕd gotten into an argument 
about whether students had the right to know what we believed.   
 
ÒNone of their business,Ó I had said. I was used to the Social Sciences where such a notion was 
absurd. And he had been appalled. So. When a student in the back row raised his hand and asked 
the question, I glanced at my colleague. For surely IÕd been set up. 
 
ÒAnd what about you?Ó the student said.  ÒItÕs pretty obvious that you talk with God.Ó 
 
I started sputtering. And getting theoretical. Waxing o n about the differences between direct ex-
perience and belief.  But the damage had been done. Everyone in the room was waiting. My col-
league had a big grin on his face. This was it. The showdown.  
 
But my access to the divine was not something I was going to share. Nor, that we can experience 
divinity  without believing in anything at all.  Which is something else entirely. 
 
ÒTrue enough,Ó said the Jewish atheist professor of Comparative Religious Studies. ÒI come from 
a long line on the side of holding the conversation. An d we have two classes I can recommend if 
youÕre interested in exploring furtherÉ. Ó Not. Going. There. 
 
The truth is, IÕm a firm ÒbelieverÓ (if I may use that word) in the efficacy of entheogensÑ the 
power of hallucinogenic teacher plants. Especially if they donÕt interfere with the ability to work, 
drive, or parent.  This class, however, was on a Monday morning.  Clearly not enough time to 
come back down the entheogenic mountain.  
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My grandfather believed in 
justice, equality, and labor 
rights. He believed in mar-
riage, but not really in love. 
And he snored.  
 
My grandmother put him in 
the guest bedroom in their ti ny 
two -bedroom apartment. But 
even the separate bedroom 
wasnÕt far enough away for my 
grandmother.   
 
He argued in his sleep. 
 
She ran away to Las Vegas to 
be a bingo girl, whatever that 
is. He had her committed to a 
psychiatric ward for a while 
until she came to her senses. 
 

 Malkah thought about  
 her Grandfather, the Atheist.  

 
He believed in the power of 

workers joining hands, 
but not in a God whoÕd help 

on the picket line. 
 

ÒDid grandfather wrestle 
with God?Ó she asked. 

 
ÒHe wrestled,Ó her Father said, 
Òhe wrestled with everything!Ó 

 
He cooked, he shopped, and he cleaned. No reason for her to learn anything really, especially not 
to read or write. He would always be there to take care of her. She danced flamenco with her cas-
tanets, while  he played oud or mandolin. They played cards with their many friends . They sang. 
What else did she need? 
 
And then, at the age of 74 she found a lawyer who spoke Spanish, close enough to Ladino to help 
her, and she divorced my grandfather . She changed the locks on the doors, and got a restraining 
order to keep him away.  
 
Baffled and hurt , my grandfather moved into a retirement home filled with strangers. 
 
He met someone and he fell in love .  He and his African-American girlfriend would walk th e 
halls of the retirement home hand in hand, blushing and joyful. My grandfather, who believed in 
neither love nor divorce, was confused by his joy. For he believed only in obligation.  
 
At the same time, my grandmother, in her barricaded apartment, could not read her medication 
dosages and had gotten her pills  all mixed up. Nor could she read the names of bus lines. Nor  
count her change at the market. She was mugged on the street. Broke her hip. And at last, when a 
smell poured out of her apartment, the neighbors called  the police. They broke down the door. So 
many locks!  She had been dead for weeks. My grandfather, he died about six months later.  
 
ÒDonÕt do this,Ó I think. But IÕm beginning to fear that I may be more like my grandmother than I 
ever thought . Wanting my freedom, I may have put too many locks on my door.   
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I dreamed of Zeus one night.  
 
I was living in Detroit at the 
time, in one of the few mixed 
neighborhoods, not long after 
the riots there. 
 
Zeus was standing at the top of 
Mount Olympus  looking down. 
A lot like Charl ton Heston play-
ing Moses in the old Cecil  B. De- 

  
 

Malkah fell asleep, 
and she dreamed of her Grandfather. 

 
And h e was wrestling with God.  

 

Mille movie, The Ten CommandmentsÑ only Zeus was holding a bolt of lightning instead of a ma g-
ical staff. 
 
Olympus  was craggy, with snow at the higher elevations and t reacherous rocks all the way down. 
There was no path, no trail, and no invitation for humans to ascend. 
 
It was like the tale of the Tower of BabelÑwith the gods forbidding humans ascension to the Up-
per World. And being so paranoid and anxious to keep them out that they created all the separate 
languages of the world in order to wreak discord on earth . Gods. Terrific, arenÕt they? 
 
In my dream, Zeus stood alone at the top.  He raised his lighting bolt and called all the black peo-
ple of the world (his words, not mine) to meet him at  the base of the great mountain.   
 
ÒDo you want your freedom?Ó he bellowed. ÒYes!Ó they called out. This. Over and over again, 
getting more frenzied and insistent. ÒYes!Ó 
 
ÒAll you have to do,Ó said Zeus magnanimously , Òis to blow these stones back up to the top of 
Mount  Olympus . And then you  will be free.Ó So all the black people of the world blew the stones 
up the mountain. And they were caught in a terrible avalanche that burie d them all. 
 
ÒHahaha!Ó bellowed Zeus. ÒYou blew it!Ó  
 
I hate my dreams. But my mother, she loved that one.  
 
The town of AmirasÑthe town that bears my name, and the name of my motherÕs motherÕs 
motherÑ sits, after all, just above the caves where Zeus and his sibling gods were born, smack at 
the center of the island of Crete. And my mother, like those born in the Psychro Caves, did not 
obey the gods.  
 
The bellowing voice of Zeus Ñit had been hers.  
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There were twins who lived 
a few doors down from me.  
One of them was my best 
friend. One of them was not. 
 
They were part of an Afr i-
can-American family fro m 
the South. They had huge 
family reunions and great 
food. And I was jealous. 
 
Whenever I slept over, the 
house smelled so good I 
thought I was going to faint. 
Especially at breakfast time.  
 
There was a particular smell 
I could not identify.   So  my 

   
ÒQuestions are exactly like 

your dreams, Malkah,Ó 
her Father said. 

 
ÒYou donÕt have to believe in dreams 

to follow where they lead.Ó 
 

ÒAnd where do they lead?Ó 
Malkah wanted to know.  

 

best friend snuck into the kitchen and brought me back the most delectable smelling something. 
We climbed under the coversÑclearly the place for forbi dden treatsÑand I tasted for the first 
time in my life, the crunchy, salty, fatty, hot, make-your -knees-quake nibble of a strip of bacon. 
 
One bite, and there was a bellow  from t he kitchen. The twinsÕ mom came roaring into the bed-
room even before we could hide the treif. She plucked the blanket off of us and glared.  We al-
ways suspected that the other twin had tattled.   
 
Their momma marched me into the bathroom, and for the first (and last) time ever I got to experi-
ence the unfamiliar custom of getting my mouth washe d out with soap.  Two firsts in one day. I 
was thrilled. Over breakfast, there was great concern, however, that I might burn in hell for my 
transgression of the laws of my PeopleÑ on the Sabbath, no less.   
 
And so, together we faced the cultural divide. 
 
Sunday afternoon, the twins came home from church and my best friend looked down cast. It 
wasnÕt just the bacon, apparently . It was also playing under the covers t hat could send a girl to 
hell. The twins  had been warned. Hm. Maybe the whole congregation. Nothing personal.  
 
At the ripe old age of almost 8, our nocturnal games were over. I knew that I didnÕt have a hell to 
go to.  The problem was, they did.   
 
Worse than that, it was still the 1950s outside.  
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I wish  I had been braver over 
the years, no matter the con-
sequences. But what I was 
best at, primarily, was either 
running things or run ning 
away. Sometimes even thou-
sands of miles were just not 
far enough. 
 
In the last few years left to 
her after my fatherÕs death, 
my mother allowed herself to 
be cared for by me. At first, 
grudgingly and without 
trust. Ready to criticize any 
misstep or potential  disaster. 
But I managed her household  

  
 

ÒEach question,Ó he said, 
Òis a shard of the Original Light. 

 
ÒWith such illumination,  
we can see our mistakes. 

 
ÒAnd in that way 

we can repair the World.Ó 
 

and oversaw her caregivers. I took her to medical appointments, picked up her medic ations, paid 
her bills, and figured out her taxes. And I got extra credi t when I brought her the right kind of ice 
cream.  
 
ÒWhy are you doing all this for me?Ó my mother asked, when, in shock, she first noticed. 
 
ÒThatÕs what people do, ma,Ó I said. But I didnÕt say the words that boil ed up inside. I knew what 
she was asking. 
 
ÒWhy are you doing this for me, when I didnÕt do it for you?Ó   
 
But no, she couldnÕt get there on her own.  Still, it seemed it was a good day for questions, and so 
I thought IÕd risk one myself, really wanting t o know Ñ 
 
ÒWhat did you want for me,Ó I asked, Òwhen I was growing up?Ó 
 
Her face suddenly grew hard and sour.  Her brows furrowed deep ly  in a way that terrified me. 
 
ÒHow could I want anything for you?Ó she said. ÒYou took drugs in the Ô60s!Ó  
 
ÒMa,Ó I said to her, Òeverybody took drugs in the Ô60s.Ó   
 
But it was too lateÑ the opportunity for answers was lost. The door had shut. But still, the terri ble 
crime IÕd committed did  not (that day at least), begin with my conception and then work its way 
through every perceived misdeed of my life. At the end, she had settled on a far lesser transgres-
sion. And it was o ne that I could live with.  But what  might she have wanted for me?  
 
Apparently nothing at all. 
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The biofather prided himself 
on being a scientist. A chem-
ist, primarily, but any science 
would do. He made  concoc-
tions and machines for cli-
ents, made his own l iqueurs, 
and lotions. He drew and 
painted nudes. Made etch-
ings and lith ographs. And 
studied Chinese painting. It 
was all science. 
 
First,  you grow  the bamboo.  

 ÒLetters make words,Ó she said, 
Òand words tell stories, all storiesÉÓ 

 
Malkah decided that Letters could make 

just about anything happen.  
 

ÒAbra-cÕdabra!Ó 
her Father said. 

Then you make the pens and brushes. The first five years you paint bamboo  stalks, the bamboo 
that you are growing . Next five years, flowers, then birds, etc. Nudes had been easy compared to 
this. Less complex than bamboo. And so, he gave up nudes in favor of Chinese scrolls until  his 
hands were too shaky for details, he painted mountain landscapes, villa ges, traders on horseback. 
He graduated from fine rice paper to finer silk. Over 50 years worth of Chinese brushwork. 
 
ÒItÕs science,Ó he would say . ÒJust like any other science. ItÕs rooted in careful observation. Noth-
ing spiritual about it .Ó He was an atheist, scientist, communist. Before, that is, going to Russia and 
coming home a Republican. And a Zionist .  
 
Nevertheless, he would travel to holy Buddhist sites throughout Asia to study under teachers 
there. HeÕd frequent museums to study their collections, and he purchased ancient statues of the 
Buddha to put in his home gal lery. They would  increase in value over time, he would say . 
 
He planned his trips carefullyÑmaximal bang for the bu ck. He would walk around with the lat-
est model SLR cameras attached to zoom lenses around his neck. A big sunhat upon his head.  He 
was quintessentially the loud American tourist whereve r he went.  But he knew his art.  
 
One year he found himself in Thailand at a site heÕd never been to before. He noticed a crowd that 
did not seem to be the tourist kind. There was a small Thai monk at the center, and the crowd 
pressed in as close to him as they could. 
 
Biofather strode over. ÒIf thereÕs something to get,Ó he told me, ÒIÕm going to get it.Ó He pushed 
his way through the crowd, came face to face with the monk, stuck his camera in his face and 
snapped a loud close-up. He then reached into his pocket, grabbed a dollar bill , and shoved it into 
the little monkÕs palm. And t hen he turned to go. Stupid locals. 
 
But the monk took his hand  and held it lightly . And the universe revealed itself. He saw every-
thing there was to apprehend. Every star in every galaxy moved in choreographed synchron y. 
Biofather  experienced the oneness of it all. And then the monk let go.  
 
At first, biofather was shaken . Then he began writing. F inally,  he decided that the monk had been 
a fraud.  And h e returned to the science of careful observation.   
  



!"#$%&'$(#)*+#$,+#&-.*/$

 91 
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I was just rummaging through 
an old box in the basement 
looking for a picture I had 
taken of my mother. But in-
stead I discovered a photo al-
bum from one of her other 
lives. 
 
At some point back then, my 
mother was gone. Not di-
vorced. Just gone. Gone gone. 
 
Abracadabra. Poof.  
 

  
ÒAbraÑI create 

cÕdabraÑ as I speak.Ó 
 

ÒAbracadabra?Ó Malkah said, 
ÒthatÕs how God created the World?Ó 

 
She tried it. 

 

She had run off with her ÒparamourÓ as she called him, a dropout Brooklyn lawyer. He was as 
tall and thin as my father was pudgy and dumpy.  He had a perpetual ironic but charming gri n on 
his face and wore bright primary colors. Think hipp ie, but old : a guy from the Ô50s dressed up like 
my generation, the Ô60s, with long feathers. I could be wrong. With or without, he was a peacock.  
 
The two of them  went off to South America. The Southwest. Europe. I donÕt know how long she 
was gone, because sheÕd go years not speaking to me. My medical student husband and I  were 
just back in the U.S. after three years of draft dodging in Brussels. And now we were in studying 
in Detroit, where neither of us had ever been before.  
 
In one of those Detroit years, I got a call from her. And she was being nice. Too nice. She and the 
paramour were in Europe and wanted, she said, the names of my friends there. I could hear par-
amour urging her to try harder . They had just flown  from Lima to Amsterdam . Aha. 
 
ÒWhat is it, ma?Ó I asked. ÒDoes he have you smuggling dope in your boots?Ó  
 
I was joking, of course. Who says I donÕt have a sense of humor? But I could hear an intake of 
breath, and then silence. ÒHang up, hang up,Ó I heard him say in the background. Click. I had just 
earned myself some more years of being shunned. 
 
The last time I had seen her was when we were living in B russels.  She invited us to her hotel 
room. And when she opened the door, she was in her usual state of undressÑwith an Americ an 
G.I. about my age sitting on the bed.  She wanted me to see her thus. Staged like this. Desirable. 
 
My mother and the paramour eventually returned to Berkeley .  He took up residence in her 
driveway , living  in a VW microbus.  My father would come home from work at t he museum next 
door, carrying the NY Times tucked under his arm, and my  motherÕs paramour would invite him 
in for some macrobiotic soup.  And so. My father would sit down and eat paramour soup. 
 
But hereÕs the thing.  In this photo album of her paramour travels, my mother looks really happy.  
Happy like IÕve never seen her before.  Ever. 
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Someone came in with a note 
for me right in the midd le of a 
lecture I was giving at the 
university. It said that my 
mother was in the hospital 
and my father needed a ride to 
get there. She had cracked her 
skull open while pruning in 
the garden.  
 
ÒIÕm hungry,Ó he told me on 
the   drive.   My   mother   had 

 And waited.  
 

How w ould she know  
if anything happened?  

 
Would the world be 

any different? 

planted my father in her house to care for him during his final illness, and she used the access to 
feed him Òhealthy food.Ó Plain yogurt and bran as well as clear soups with boiled vegetables. My 
father lost almost 50 lbs. in three months, but some of that was surely the cancer. Yes, he was 
hungry. He was consumed by hunger. And I thought he s hould eat whatever the hell he wanted. 
 
When visiting hours were over, I took him to the cafeteria. He picked two pieces of some kind of 
cream pie, something I had never in my life seen him eat before. And for the next three monthsÑ
that is, for the rest of his lifeÑhe ate whatever he w anted.   
 
We brought my mother home from a Òtransitional careÓ facility when she showed no improv e-
ment. She lay in her hospital bed at home by the window near est to the hummingbird feeder. My 
father was sure sheÕd snap out of her delirium but, no she didnÕt. 
 
And t hen, he died.  Just like that. People were pouring in for the funeral, and I had to tell he r, 
even if she couldnÕt hear me or understand. I whispered in her ear and told her the awful news, 
and she popped up completely alert, and stayed alert. But he didnÕt live to see it. 
 
My mother develop ed delusions, mostly around being in the wrong house. Or that my father had 
made a copy of the house, and she was in the wrong one. Or that he had moved the house. She 
cursed my father. It was all his fault. Years of this. Three years. 
 
Then one day I got a call from Tsfat, the holy city by Sea of Galilee. A friend of my motherÕs called 
me in great confusion.  
 
ÒYour mother called,Ó she told me. ÒShe said sheÕd made aliyah and had moved to Jerusalem.Ó 
 
ÒOh?Ó I said. 
 
ÒYes,Ó she answered. ÒThe only thing I donÕt understand is that she said the house had moved to 
Jerusalem as well.Ó 
 
And that is how my Mother, a Sephardi poet, writer, ope ra lover, and Tibetan Buddhist,  ascended 
to Jerusalem on the day before she died. The next day she was in fine humor. 
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