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Green Apples from the Garden of Eden

Boris Sandler
translated by Jordan Kutzik

Introduction: Born in Belz, Bessarabia (modern-day Bilti, Moldova), Boris Sandler
is one of only a handful of contemporary Yiddish prose writers active today. Recent English
translations of Sandler’s work include Red Shoes for Rachel: Three Novellas (Syracuse
Univeristy Press, 2017) and “An Unexpected Guest” (Words Without Borders, 2016). In the
following story, taken from his 2004 collection Toyern (Gateways), we meet an immigrant
whose reminiscences are so vivid they all but blur the border between dreams and time travel.
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Green Apples from the Garden of Eden

I would have recognized that gate from amongst all the gates of Jerusalem.

It was a simple courtyard gate made of wide planks, shaved down and smoothed
by time. Its two doors were reinforced with four metal strips and held in place by large
wrought-iron hinges that hung from the surrounding limestone fence.

I had, however, only seen that gate before in my dreams. It would momentarily
appear out of the clear blue or float across the surface of a great body of water alongside
pieces of furniture, broken cradles, rags and trash as if after a flood. Soon enough it
would vanish among my other visions, waiting for an occasion to be remembered.

A dream is usually forgotten shortly after waking. A dream, of course, is nothing
more than a dream. The images of the gate, however, became etched in my mind and
transformed themselves into memory. Perhaps it was only because they had reappeared
so many times over the years in my dreams. But that gate was as real to me as the apple
tree in my neighbor’s orchard from which I had once fallen while stealing green apples
and broken my left hand. It was as substantial to me as the abandoned well in the
shepherd Mr. Vasile’s courtyard.

The old shepherd lived by himself in a half-ruined cottage not far from the
meadow just outside of town. All sorts of bizarre stories circulated about him. People
said that at night demons crawled out of the abandoned well and reveled with their
landlord until dawn. Mothers and grandmothers scared their little children: “if you don’t
listen to me, I'll leave you overnight at the old shepherd’s cottage.” It’s one of the many
stories that have become intertwined in the branches of my tree of memory and bloom
from time to time, reminding me of bygone days and years.

The same thing happened with the gate from my dreams. I saw it suddenly one
day on Jaffa Road in Jerusalem. A long time had passed since I had dreamed of it. In
fact, I had completely forgotten about that gate amidst my preparations for immigrating
to Israel. The planning for my Aliyah, with all of its necessary arrangements and
deliberations, had left me sleepless. Or perhaps just the opposite: the stress of it all
would knock me off my feet until I'd suddenly find myself in a corner of my recently
cleared-out apartment. The only thought that would cross my mind would be a vague
wish that I would fall asleep in my clothes and miraculously find myself there, ready to
go on with my life.

I first saw the gate at a distance, from across the street. When I spotted it I was
rushing around consumed by Israeli concerns and exhausted by new experiences. I
stopped walking for a few moments, just long enough for an indescribable nerve,
impulse or ray of light—call it what you will—to touch its pointed tip against the
drowsing branch of my tree of memory and awaken recollections.

“The gate. The gate from my dreams!” I was ready to run straight across the road
but the sober side of my brain stopped me in my tracks. I couldn’t cross here. I'd have to
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walk another fifty or sixty meters to the nearest crosswalk.

As it turned out, fifty meters was too great a distance to maintain enough
strength to revisit my past. After just a few steps I quickly discovered that my current
problems were of greater importance and could not wait.

Then again, what exactly had happened? Seeing something in real life that I had
only ever seen before in a dream? People are well accustomed to such strange
occurrences in Israel. They’re even used to miracles. It seems that only in Israel can you
meet someone from whom you’ve been separated for decades, someone you saw off as
he left town and said goodbye to forever as if he were traveling to another planet. And
suddenly you run into him and you are together again in the same world.

Here in Israel you sometimes meet people who aren’t even from your life but
from your grandfather’s life, from his memories that you’ve inherited, carried upon the
wind of generations like a speck of dust blowing from one tree to the next. These
encounters occur so suddenly, bringing back all of the details of years gone by that it’s as
if you've been submerged into the past. “It’s good that we ran into each other . .. It’s
good to be together again.” It comforts your heart. And then you continue on your way.

The gate at Jaffa Road number would not let me rest. Or perhaps just the
opposite: I wasn’t letting it rest. I'd look for it while riding the bus. I'd interrupt my
walks to stand next to it for a moment, pressing my palms against its surface as if to
convince myself that the gate was really there. I'd absorb its warmth through my fingers,
feeling the heat of its stone. I did this as if it were entirely unplanned. Otherwise it
would look like I were up to something strange.

As I mentioned before, the gate was just a simple courtyard gate. I could hear the
voices of children within, voices that broke through the noise and tumult of Jaffa Road.
My ears picked up sounds from the other side of the gate, and I listened intently to
them. I tried to understand something from the bits and pieces of speech as if I could
reassemble them into a story about the courtyard where I was raised and where I knew
every nook and cranny.

My curiosity, of course, often compelled me to push on the gate and enter that
courtyard with the sounds of children’s voices. There was only one small problem: a
large rusted lock held the gate’s doors together. I looked for a little crack to peek
through, but the wide planks had been set so close together that no light shone through,
and the underside of the gate was overgrown with grass. In short, it was clear that
nobody had passed through that gate in many years, perhaps not in centuries. It was
Jerusalem after all. The key to the gate had probably vanished during the city’s long
history, lost somewhere in the sands of time.

Yes, all means of entering the courtyard seemed blocked. Then again, what was I
supposed to find in that unfamiliar courtyard? My own history would not be written
with foreign sounds. The gate itself, however, was another story. I had dreamed it up,
and it reminded me of my childhood, of the places and people rooted in my heart and
memory. It’s possible that I was so attracted to that gate because it was like something
from that bygone life, if human life can really be divided into days, years and eras as is
often done in textbooks.

Perhaps I needed the rendezvous with my gate more than my meetings with old
friends. They were already well-established residents and had ready answers to all of my
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questions. They had long forgotten the painful visions of that previous life and had very
different dreams—Israeli dreams. Perhaps they even dreamed in Hebrew.

I could share what I wanted with my gate and in the language that was closest to
my heart. I don’t mean, of course, that I stood facing it like a pious Jew at the Western
Wall. But each time that I pressed my palms against it I felt my heart become lighter, as
if merely touching the wall removed the stress of my daily hustle and bustle.

The sun that day was blazing even during the early morning hours. The city roasted
underneath the heat of its rays like a Sabbath kugel in the oven. If anyone were ever to
suffer the misfortune of going mad from the heat it would happen on just such a day.

I came to Ben-Yehuda Street to meet my old friend Shmulik Fineman. We hadn’t
seen each other since he had moved to America about twenty years earlier. I had said
goodbye to him, for good it seemed, just as I had to so many of my friends. My only
contact with him had been through occasional letters. The last letter I sent was from
Jerusalem. Yesterday, he called me out of the blue from Tel Aviv and told me that he
was visiting Israel and would be in Jerusalem the following day. I would have gone out
to meet him even if the sun itself had fallen onto Ben-Yehuda Street.

It was usually lively there. Jerusalemites love the pedestrian mall in the
Downtown Triangle: they sit down for a bit at a table on the street and enjoy a little cup
of coffee with a tasty piece of strudel and spin a tale. It’s a popular hangout for tourists
as well.

I arrived twenty minutes early to our meeting at Atara Café. Searching for a bit of
shade, I leaned my shoulder against the trunk of a tree and took a water bottle out of my
bag that I had brought from home. As the Israelis say, “you must drink in such heat.”

There weren’t many people who wanted to walk around in weather like this. The
tables stood empty underneath the large umbrellas, waiting for better times. Especially
pitiful was the appearance of the woman in the straw hat. She was perched, just like
every day, on a little bench across from a souvenir store. She was something of a living
souvenir herself, which fate had tossed onto Ben-Yehuda Street from that faraway cold
land that just yesterday had been called the Soviet Union.

“Where can I find a little luck? Where can I find a little happiness?” the old
woman sang in Yiddish, drumming along to the beat on a little toy tambourine. Sunlight
glistened from a couple of coins in a cardboard box at her feet.

The heat was truly going to drive me insane. But before it did I wanted to see
Shmulik. No exaggeration: I've known Shmulik for as long as I can remember. We are
the same age, grew up on the same street and were in the same grade at the same school.
After graduating we moved to different cities to continue our studies but frequently
exchanged letters and waited impatiently for the holidays when we could spend time
together.

By chance, I had learned that Shmulik had an aunt in America. I think we were in
fifth or sixth grade when Shmulik took me aside during recess and removed something
from his pocket. Looking around to make sure that nobody saw us, God forbid, he
shoved the mysterious item into my pants pocket.

“What is it Shmulik?” I asked quietly. I immediately understood that whatever it
was, it had to be connected with a secret.
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“Chewing gum,” he whispered into my ear.

“Chew—?”"

“Shush! Don’t yell,” he interrupted me. “Don’t show it to anyone!”

A stick of chewing gum was a really big deal. Who among our friends back then
could have boasted of having something so exquisite? You could only get it from
America! And nothing good ever came from America. That’s what they taught us in
school.

“How did you get this?” I asked him, probing the little rectangular strip with my
fingers as if it were all of America.

“Not now. After school.”

On the way home, my friend told me that his family had received a package in the mail
from America. It turned out that his mother had a sister there. He didn’t tell me
anything more. Perhaps Shmulik himself had only learned of his American aunt after
receiving the package. Before he would even agree to reveal the secret he made me swear
on “earth, fire and water,” that I wouldn’t tell it to anyone in the world.

“Oh, how do I get my youth back?” sang the old woman in the straw hat. There’s
no way she could have known just how appropriate that song was for me.

I peeked at my watch. It was as if time were standing still. I took out my water
bottle again and took a sip but the water was warm and had an unpleasant taste. The
little sliver of shade underneath the tree barely helped. I felt like I was about to faint.

Suddenly, that girl appeared. She was wearing a speckled green dress and
running down the cobblestone street. Well, not running so much as hopping on one foot,
then the other. With every hop, her little dress rose up for just a moment, revealing her
white underwear.

Compared to the exhausted people walking in slow motion, the girl seemed to
whiz by like a grasshopper. I felt the cool caress of a refreshing breeze upon my face as
she hopped towards me and winked, signalling that I should follow her.

The magic of that wink was so strong that I forgot everything. I only saw her red
head of closely cropped hair, which summoned me to follow her down to the other end
of Ben Yehuda Street.

The girl didn’t even turn around to look. It was as if she knew that I would follow
her. Just once, right before skipping onto Jaffa Road, did she turn to face me, looking
for a moment and laughing playfully.

While I was following her, a heavyset woman blocked my path as if she wanted to
hide the girl behind her wide figure. I thrust myself to one side and then the other. The
woman gave me a look as if to say, “Are you all there sir?” and continued walking. I
turned onto Jaffa Road but no longer saw the girl. I asked several passersby if they had
seen a redheaded girl of about five or six. It was no use. My happy, little, red-headed
grasshopper had vanished.

Lost and unsure of what to do, I stood by the gate—my gate—where my feet had
carried me. I felt something explode in me, a bitter remorse for failing to free myself
from the confines of my past, for my clumsy first steps upon settling here in Israel, for
my foolish fantasies leading me who the hell knows where. I let out my anger and
hopelessness upon the gate. I pushed it as if I wanted to be rid of it and flee far from
Jaffa Road, from this city, from this world. Slowly, with a rusty creaking, the gate’s
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doors budged open. I had only to cross the threshold overgrown by the weeds of time.

I was in my courtyard again. Next to me was the wooden shed with neatly piled logs
drying beside it. The large brass pan my mother used to fry plum jam that would last
until spring hung from a long nail. My dusty cradle was sticking out of a corner, waiting
for my unborn baby sister. Near it was the wooden basin where my grandmother
kneaded the dough for her bread. Beside it were the piles of old rags she considered a
“sin to throw out.” Several chickens were thrashing about in the dirt near the shed. Our
laundry was drying on a long string tied between two poles and propped up by a rod so
that the clothes would not touch the ground. And right in the middle of it all was the tall
wide box that my father had made. This box resembled a little, windowless house except
that its small rectangular door opened from above so that you could only enter through
the roof. My grandfather called it “the Ark.” Soon enough it would be full of coal, but for
now it stood empty. My father had just finished it and the whole courtyard smelled of
fresh wood shavings.

Someone called my name. The small door on top of the box opened and the little
red head of the vanished girl appeared.

“Why are you just standing there?” the girl called to me annoyed. “Come into the
house.”

I was no longer astonished. The game had me captivated. It had started during
that long ago summer when I was six years old.

“Did you bring the apples?” the girl asked as soon as I crawled into the box.

I shrugged my shoulders and handed her my bag. She quickly opened it and stuck
her little nose inside. Happily, like a true housewife, she said: “Oh, they're so tasty.
Here, try one.”

She handed me a green apple, a papirowka, exactly the type of apple that grew in
our neighbor’s garden and which I so loved. She raised it to my mouth and I bit off a
piece right from her hand. Perhaps that’s how Eve had given Adam the fruit from the
Tree of Knowledge.

A sweet and sour taste lingered on my lips.

“Bella?” I quietly said her name.

She gave a dainty shake of her head.

“What happened to you? You said that you were just going to pick some apples
and then you disappeared.”

“True,” I began.. “You're right.”

I now had absolutely no doubt that the red-headed girl from Jaffa Road was none
other than Bella, Yankl the Blacksmith’s daughter. They hadn’t lived too far from us.
Yankl’s forge was right in their courtyard and I loved to watch him work, hunched over a
small mountain of glowing coals. The clanging of his smithy could be heard from every
corner of our street.

“You know what?” Bella said. “We’re going to play House.”

“How do you play?” I asked.

“Very simple. You’ll be the Daddy and I'll be the Mommy.”

“And the children?”

Bella laughed resoundingly. I felt myself beginning to blush.
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“I'm not going to play with you if you're gonna laugh.”

“We’ll have them later. My Mom says that it’s difficult to have children.”

“Where do they come from?” I asked.

“You really don’t know?”

I actually did know. My mother had told me that children were brought from the
Birthing House. She had even shown me the house once. It was a beautiful house with
white windows and little white curtains. But I wanted to hear it from Bella herself.

Suddenly, she raised her green dress and pointed at herself.

“From here.”

“From the belly?” I asked confused.

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“My sister Manya told me. She knows everything.”

It was perhaps the first time in my life that I regretted not having an older
brother or sister.

“What else did Manya tell you?” I could barely contain myself.

Bella remained silent for a moment. And then quickly said: “This is a secret.
Manya said that if I go blabbing this secret to anyone she’ll rip out all of my hair. But for
you...”

“Tell me Bella,” I began to beg. “I won’t tell anyone in the world.”

“Not even your friend Shmulik?”

“Not even him!”

“Swear on your mother’s life.”

This was the single scariest oath that could be sworn between children. But
curiosity got the best of me.

“May I never see my mother again if I tell this secret to anyone,” I spat out in one
breath.

It grew very quiet. The woodchips blowing on the ground rustled as they spread
apart, and the clanging from the smithy became louder and louder. Cling-clang,
Cling-clang.

Bella sat down on a pile of woodchips in a corner and continued speaking.

“Manya said that children are made in bed by Mommy and Daddy.”

Bella, no longer strong enough to keep her sister’s secret, rushed to hand off the
burden to me. I didn’t see her face as my eyes were blinded by the bright rays of sunlight
that filtered in through the gaps between the boards.

“Where are you Bella?” I called out to her quietly when she fell silent.

“I'm here . . . Come over.”

Stretching out my arms I took a few cautious steps towards her and kneeled. My
fingers touched her hair.

“I can’t see you Bella. I've probably gone blind.”

“How can you see me when your eyes are closed? Sit there, I'll feed you apples.”

Cling-clang, Cling-clang beat two children’s hearts in the silence. The sweet and
sour juice of the apples poured into my mouth. I felt the touch of her lips on my eyelids.
She moved the tip of her little tongue over my eyelashes just as my mother did when a
speck of dust fell into my eye. Then I felt it over my throat. She unbuttoned my shirt and
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I felt her moist touch on my flesh.

“We’re going to have a lot of children,” Bella whispered . . .

Suddenly, someone was banging on the box. The door opened above our heads
and the overgrown face of the shepherd, Mr. Vasile, peered down from high above, as if
we were looking up from the bottom of a well.

“So that’s where you're hiding!” he howled.

I didn’t manage to move an inch. He caught me by my hair and dragged me out of
the box as if I were a lost lamb from his flock. I could hear Bella’s screams coming from
our short-lived home. I tried to tear myself away from the shepherd’s hands but it was
all for naught. He dragged me to the gate and cursed at me viciously in his language.

I came to on the other side of the gate, which was still closed and held shut by
that same rusty lock. The world around me rushed by as the eternal city sought to
inscribe its wisdom and foolishness upon its stone tablets.

I ran to meet my best friend Shmulik Fineman. Covered with sweat from the
insane heat, I thought: will I recognize him after so many years of separation, the
American Jew from my Bessarabian childhood?
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