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         THE FIFTH DAUGHTER in a patriarchal society, and an indigenous Bedouin in Israel, Amal came into this world fighting for her voice to be heard in a community that did not prize girls. At birth it was only her father who looked at her and said “I see hope in her face. I want to call her Amal [hope] in the hope that Allah will give us boys after her.” Five brothers were indeed to follow.

         Hope is a Woman’s Name is a rare look at Bedouin life from the even rarer perspective of a Bedouin girl. Amal challenged authority from birth, slowly learning where her community’s boundaries lay and how to navigate them.

         As a shepherd at the age of 6, Amal led her flock of sheep across the green mountains of Laqiya, her village in the Negev in southern Israel. Given such responsibility, though rarely recognition, Amal came to understand her community and forge her skills as a leader.

         Aged 13 and frustrated by the constraints put on her education as a girl, Amal set up literacy classes for the adult women in her village. She aimed to teach them not only how to read, but to value education itself: “I wanted them to taste an education so that they would never again deprive their daughters of one.”

         This was the beginning of a lifelong career initiating projects that would help create change for the Bedouin – a minority within Israel’s Palestinian minority – and for their women in particular. She established economic empowerment programmes for marginalized iiwomen, helped found an Arab-Jewish school, and created organizations to promote shared society.

         At every turn she had to face the challenges of tradition – as well as the prejudices of Israeli society – to create new possibilities that would allow women to empower themselves.

         Amal has learnt to embrace every aspect of her complicated identity – Bedouin, Arab, woman, Palestinian and Israeli citizen – to help create social change, build bridges with other communities and inspire hope.

         
             

         

         From an early age Amal had to fight for a good education. She proceeded to get a BA in social work from Ben Gurion University in Israel and a PhD in social work and community organizing from McGill University.

         Amal became an activist very young and went on to found several NGOs, including the Arab-Jewish Centre for Equality, Economic Empowerment and Cooperation. She is the recipient of many international prizes, was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize (2006), included in Genius 100 Visionaries of the Future (2017), and awarded the New Israel Fund’s Human Rights Award (2013).
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            To my grandmother, Jidatee, who taught me that a free woman has nothing to fear

            To my father, Abouee, who always believed in me

            To my mother, Ummi, for whom I am full of admiration

            To my brothers and sisters who share this story

            To Anwar who has shown such independence throughout his life and has proved the perfect partner

            And to Moad and Adan, may you find hope and justice in your own livesviii
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         I decided to write my memoirs because I believe that, as a woman activist, it is important to document my experiences and my story for the generation to come. In the words of Walid Saif, when we criticise the government, we are called heroes but when we criticise our own community, we are called traitors and the whip and sword of the tribe are used to punish us. I believe that history belongs to the one who writes it and if we want to own our history, we have to write it. My story is a contribution to herstory.
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            Note on Transliteration

         

         I HAVE USED many Arabic terms and phrases in this memoir. As these may differ from uses in other Arabic dialects, they have been transliterated to reflect the a-Sana tribal pronunciation.

         Depending on the context in which they are used, place names appear both as we refer to them in Arabic and as they are known in Hebrew. For example, the Arabic term “Naqab” – the region in which I grew up — is also rendered in the Hebrew, “Negev”. This also applies to individual towns in the region: the Arabic “Beer a-Saba” is also referred to by its Hebrew name, “Be’er Sheva”, and the Arabic “Tel a-Saba” also appears as “Tel Sheva”.xx
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            The Motherland

         

         Birthing Hope

         WHEN I OPENED my eyes, I saw the video camera beside my bed that I had brought to film the birth of my twins, Moad and Adan. I rolled over to the other side, feeling the bandage on my stomach where they had performed the C-section, and my eyes fell into my mother’s. She was sitting a few feet away from me and the look on her face was as foreign to me as my two newborns who had entered into this world only a few hours before. I knew these rooms well. I had worked at this hospital as a social work student and then later had partnered with them to provide services for Bedouin children. The management knew me by name and many of the doctors and nurses recognized my face. Everything there was familiar – everything except my mother’s look of pure tenderness.

         Whenever my mother looked at me, I only remember seeing her mouth in two shapes: a small, tight grimace or a wide-open shout. “Why can’t you act more like a lady?” “What do you think you are doing protesting them?”, “Don’t even think about men.” Every time I caused her trouble, she would look up to the sky and pray, “Allah, send down your goofa [basket] and take her.” When I was a child, I would peer up at the clouds and wait for Allah’s giant wicker basket to descend and whisk me away. Sometimes when my mother was really desperate, she would ask Allah to take all of us girls (me and, at that time, my four sisters). But the jab that was reserved just for 2me was, “When you were born, I didn’t want you. When you were born, I wished that you were dead.”

         Now, under the bright fluorescent lights, her mouth rested in a gentle smile. Tears streamed from her eyes and she looked like she wanted to reach out and take me back into her womb. As soon as she noticed that I was awake, she rushed towards me and covered my face with kisses.

         “Al-hamdulillah! Al-hamdulillah! [May Allah be praised!]” She held my hand in hers.

         “Ummi, why are you crying?” I asked.

         For the next month, while she stayed with me in my home, my mother unravelled the answer to that question. During late nights of rocking the twins to sleep, sweeping the kitchen floor, or sitting with me while I fed the babies, my mother told me, as if for the first time, the story of how I was born. It was a story I thought I knew, but there are many ways to tell a story and there are many stories we don’t tell.

         In the past, when she told the story of how I was born, she told it to hurt me. This time, when my mother shared with me the details of the days surrounding my birth, she spoke not of her disappointment but of her fear. From her story, I saw that, while my mother seemed to oppose everything I fought for, she suffered from the same oppression that I had stood up against since I was a young child. Here is her story of my birth, woven together from her memory, my father’s memory and the memory of my sisters and aunts.

         A Face Like a Full Moon

         UMMI’S EYES FLUTTER open. She is lying down and staring up at the ceiling. It is perfectly white, from corner to corner. Her gaze moves from the ceiling to the off-white walls and down to the white sheets she is lying on. Everything here is so clean. The sheets are starchy and crisp, the cushions are plush and full, and, from the door, she can see people with fresh faces and tidy clothes bustling down the hallway. 3She looks down at her arms. Even her own body looks different under these lights. Everything is shining. Everything except me.

         She closes her eyes and tries to understand where she is. She strains her ears for the familiar sounds – the dogs, the sheep, the children. Nothing. She listens again.

         “Where are you? Get up! Why are you lying down?”

         Ummi’s body twitches and she opens her eyes. She is still alone in that shiny room. Her mother-in-law is nowhere to be seen but she hears her voice in her head shouting commands.

         Why am I lying down? Within the confines of those crisp, white sheets, Ummi does not know who she is. She has spent her entire life in the tribe where she has always been defined by who she belongs to. As a woman, you are “daughter of”, then “wife of”, then “mother of”. Now, as the wife of my father, she spends every hour throwing herself at her mother-in-law’s feet. She had no right to rest. While her body sought refuge on that cot, her soul shook with fear. How frightening the unfamiliar can be when it undermines everything we know about the world and our place in it.

         A young woman approaches holding a tray. Her head is uncovered and she is facing straight ahead, walking with confidence without looking around to see if anyone is watching her. She walks like a gazelle. What does she want? Allah, she is coming here.

         She walks right up to Ummi’s bed. “Hajar a-Sana*? Is that you?” she asks in broken Arabic before continuing in Hebrew.

         Ummi’s hands are shaking and her eyes, full of tears, are desperately searching for something familiar. Her eyes follow the young woman as she puts the tray on the table next to the bed.

         “Please enjoy your breakfast.” Ummi looks over at the tray. Among the unfamiliar items, she recognizes hard boiled eggs and a carton of milk. A small victory. Is this for me? Why? Why is she serving me?

         4“After you finish, please take a shower and I will bring your baby to you to feed.” The nurse mimes breastfeeding.

         Ummi doesn’t understand the words, but she understands the motion. The nurse disappears down the hall. My mother looks around furtively. She is very hungry but the voice in her head stops her from reaching towards the tray. What if this food is not for me? I didn’t pay for it. What will happen if I eat it and she comes back and finds out. I don’t have money. She might kick me and my baby out.

         The word “baby” triggers a memory of last night’s events and, suddenly, she remembers arriving with Abouee (my father) to deliver me. This was her first time in a hospital. All my sisters and my older brother were born in the tent.

         She looks around the room again, taking it all in. A few feet from the bed, there is a curtain with a picture of a smiling baby’s face inside a bright yellow sun. From behind the curtain she can hear a man and a woman speaking quietly. She cocks her head to one side to catch what they are saying. It’s Arabic. Al-hamdulillah. Relieved to find something more familiar than a couple of eggs and a carton of milk, Ummi reaches towards the curtain. Her legs brush against one another and she feels a sticky wetness. She stops moving, pulls the bed sheet over her head and looks down at herself. She recoils. She isn’t wearing any underwear. As she thinks about these strange people having seen her naked, her cheeks flush and shame grips her heart.

         “Allah, cover me. Protect me,” she whispers.

         She runs her hands through her hair and her heart starts pounding in her chest as she realizes that her head is bare. Her eyes scan the room. She is wringing the bed sheet tightly between her fists as she tries to think what to do. What if a man comes in? What if my father-in-law comes in?

         She reaches towards the curtain separating her bed from the one beside her and carefully pulls it open until she can just see the corner of the other bed. Slowly, she pulls the curtain back further until she sees a head wrapped in a red scarf. Al-hamdulillah. Ummi pulls it back completely.5

         “Ukhti [my sister], do you have an extra scarf? I’ve lost my scarf. I had it when I came here, but I’ve lost it.”

         The woman sits up and points to the cabinet next to Ummi’s bed. “It’s in there, Ukhti. They put all your things in there.”

         Ummi opens the cabinet and finds her embroidered Bedouin dress, her white scarf and the shoes she had to borrow from her cousin. She looks back at the woman.

         “There is a bathroom at the entrance of the room. Go take a shower. In that cabinet there are pads to clean yourself. Be quick. They’re bringing the babies for the morning feed.”

         The friendly woman looks at the tray of untouched food beside Ummi and asks, “Why didn’t you eat your breakfast?”

         “I was afraid to eat it,” Ummi replies. “I thought it was not mine—”

         “No, no, no. It’s yours. Eat, eat!”

         “I can’t pay for it. My husband will come in the evening and he can pay—”

         “It’s free. Eat, eat.”

         Now Ummi allows herself to examine the food more closely. She sees the fork and spoon but doesn’t know how to use them.

         “Eat with your hands, Ukhti.” Ummi relaxes into the first smile she has had since arriving.

         “Shoukran, Ukhti. Thank you.” She scoops up the eggs, drinks the milk, and pushes the red jelly aside.

         After finishing her breakfast, Ummi turns to the cabinet beside her bed and takes out her dress. She places her arms in first and then pulls the dress over her head. She starts sliding the heavy fabric down her body and then remembers her blood-smeared legs. I must be covered. It doesn’t matter if it gets dirty. She slides the dress down her legs, then takes her scarf and wraps it around her forehead, knotting it at the back where her head and neck meet. She pulls out her cousin’s shoes and places them on the floor in front of her.

         “Don’t you have any slippers?” the woman chimes in. “Your shoes will get wet in the bathroom.”6

         Ummi shakes her head. She removes her shoes and walks, barefoot, towards the two doors a few feet from the bed. Unsure where to go, she looks back for help. The woman points to the door on the left.

         Ummi enters the bathroom like a child entering a library. Every object in that room reminds her of how little she knows about the world outside her tribe. She is lost amid all this porcelain, chrome and glass. She sees a blue, nylon curtain and pulls it back. She looks up at a metal pipe coming out from the wall with a metal plate with holes on the end of it. Next to the curtain is another porcelain object: a round basin of water. Her breath shortens as she tries to decode the things around her. Above one of the porcelain pieces is a mirror with a shelf below it and on the shelf are two small bottles. She decides that the basin of water must be for cleaning her face. She grabs one of the bottles of what smells like soap, kneels down on the floor beside the basin and splashes the cool water on her face. She dips her hands in again and is interrupted by a soft knock at the door. It’s the woman from the other bed. “Ukhti, Ukhti, do you know how to use the shower? Let me in. I will show you.”

         Ummi opens the door and lets the woman enter. The woman flips a switch on the wall and the tubes on the ceiling light up. The woman walks over to the shower, turns the tap and water pours from the metal plate. The woman is speaking to her, but Ummi is somewhere else. How can you just flip a switch and there is light? How can you just turn a tap and there is water? Ummi’s thoughts are interrupted when the woman points to the porcelain basin and explains that it is used for eliminating human waste. Ummi gulps silently. She nods her head to hide her shame. This day has been one humiliation after another. Her cheeks burning, she thanks the woman and closes the door behind her.

         Ummi rubs her face between her hands disgusted. She pulls off her dress and steps into the shower. She fiddles with the tap, hot water pours onto her head and shoulders, and she jumps back. She steps out of the shower, turns off the water and tries the other tap. 7The water is freezing. She closes it, opens the hot one again and steps beneath it. It’s better like this. In the tent, she only ever uses cold water. For hot water, she needs to follow the cow and sheep tracks, collect their jalle (their droppings) that has been dried from lying out in the hot sun, start a fire with them and heat the water.

         Now, while her body is turning red, her thoughts drift to her mother-in-law.

         “Wake up! Go and get the water for tea!”

         Her mother-in-law’s harsh whisper rouses Ummi from her sleep. Although her body aches from yesterday’s labour, she doesn’t linger. She gets up from the floor, dusts off her dress, and checks on her three girls sleeping on the floor beside her. They are like angels snuggled together, their rosy cheeks billowing gently with their sleeping breath. She covers them with the heavy red rug she received as a wedding gift from her mother and moves silently to the other side of the tent to make herself a cup of tea.

         As she reaches for the kettle, her mother-in-law snaps at her again. “We don’t have enough water. Go and get water. You will have plenty of time to drink tea.”

         Her mother-in-law’s tongue is a whip that bears down upon her soul. Her words have beaten Ummi so many times that she barely flinches anymore. The only sign of her submission is that her neck is slightly stooped, used to nodding, “Yes, Amee [my Mother-in-law],” when she would rather say no. She steps away from the warm glow of the fire and walks to the back of the tent where she gathers up two large metal containers and loads them onto either side of the donkey.

         Under the hot stream of the shower, she feels the pangs of thirst and hunger that greet her every morning as she lumbers over to the well at the main entrance of the tribe. She moves her body closer to the stream, making sure the water reaches every pore. She unties her scarf, soaps it, and starts to scrub. Gently at first, then harder and harder. How hard does she need to scrub to wash away the pain of a lifetime? She drops her makeshift washcloth to the floor and tears 8cascade down her cheeks. In her anguish, she seeks refuge in another memory where she can be with herself.

         Ummi opens her eyes and gasps for air. She rubs her eyes, but stops when she realizes that it isn’t her eyes that are foggy. What if I faint here and people find me naked? Allah, what will they say? She turns off the tap and hears a knock and a voice through the steam. She covers herself with a towel and moves towards the door.

         “Ukhti, Ukhti, are you all right? Please open the door.”

         “Yes, I’m OK.”

         “They’ve brought your baby to feed. Come! Ukhti, you have a baby girl. Her face is like a full moon.”

         Ummi feels her naked rear on the bathroom floor. She looks up and sees the woman from the other bed crouching beside her, rubbing her shoulders, and the nurse holding a glass of water.

         “You spent too much time under the hot water,” the woman warns her as she reaches for the glass and brings it to Ummi’s lips.

         The words “you have a baby girl” hover like a dark cloud. The woman helps Ummi into her clothes and walks her back to her bed. Ummi crawls in and as soon as her head lands on her pillow, she falls into a deep sleep. “I thought that I was dead,” Ummi says whenever she tells this part of the story, “and when I woke up, I didn’t know if it was day or night.”

         When Ummi wakes up, it is time for the evening feed and the nurse is moving from one bed to another, pushing two cribs alongside her. She peers at the small, plastic tag on one of the babies’ wrists, then glances over at Ummi’s bed. She does this a few times, squinting down at the tag, then studying Ummi’s face. Every time she looks over, Ummi averts her eyes. “I was praying that she wouldn’t bring you to me. I didn’t want you. I wished and wished that while I slept you had died so that when your grandmother arrived with your father I could tell them that it was a boy but that he had died.”

         The nurse moves away from her bed and the knot in Ummi’s stomach loosens a little. Maybe Allah heard me. Before she has a chance to let out a full breath, the nurse turns around and walks right 9over to her. Without a word, she takes Ummi’s hand and examines the blue ID bracelet and checks it against the bracelet fastened snugly to the baby’s fat wrist.

         “Are you Hajar a-Sana?”

         Ummi nods.

         The nurse continues, “Hada bint inti? [Is this thing yours?]”

         Ummi’s eyes take me in. “Your face looked like a full moon. Your skin was light – not dark like mine. You also didn’t have any hair.”

         The nurse points at me and asks, “Why is she light and you are dark?”

         Tears are pooling in Ummi’s eyes. Trying to hold them back, she sniffs and swallows before answering, “She is mine.” She points at me and then back at herself. “Her father has light skin.”

         The nurse lifts me out of the crib and places me on Ummi’s lap. She asks her to feed me, then leaves.

         As soon as the nurse turns her back, Ummi returns me to the crib. “I was not going to feed you. I wanted you to starve and die.”

         “Allah, why? Why another girl? Why? Why?” she is asking through her tears. Her mother-in-law’s voice bears down on her: “We have fed you for seven years and all we have got is one boy and five girls! My son deserves better than you. He’s done with you. I’ll find him another wife.”

         Ummi thinks of Abouee. What will I tell him? How will I look at him? I’ve failed him. I’ve destroyed him. She clutches her stomach and rocks herself back and forth.

         Her whimpering grows into loud, uncontrollable sobs. The woman next to her opens the curtain. “What is it, Ukhti? Allah yibaarik feekee [God bless you]. What is it? What’s wrong?”

         Ummi continues to cry.

         “Ukhti, do you have any boys?”

         Ummi doubles over and lets out a low, desperate moan. “Only one. And now five girls.”

         The woman sits down beside her and gently squeezes her shoulder. “Listen.”10

         Ummi is still bent double, crying.

         “Listen, Ukhti.” The woman squeezes harder and Ummi raises her head. “What’s your name? What’s the name of your son?”

         “Salmaan,” Ummi says between sobs, and she sits up and wipes the tears from her eyes.

         “I am Um Khaalid [mother of Khaalid]. Listen Um Salmaan, this is your fate. We women can’t do anything about it. If your man is a good man,” she continues, “he will treat you well. He won’t abandon you and your children.” Um Khaalid pauses, then asks, “Is he coming to visit you?”

         Ummi nods and notices a shift come over Um Khaalid. “Then you must show him that you are sad. You must show him that it is not in your hands. You have to cry. He should see how red your eyes are so that he feels compassion for you.”

         Um Khaalid looks over at me in the crib and picks me up.

         “Haraam! You must feed her. This is Allah’s creature.” She places me in Ummi’s lap. “She is an innocent baby. Allah will punish you if you starve her.”

         Ummi holds me close to her chest and feels my little body pressing against her tear-soaked dress. She brings her mouth to my forehead and kisses it gently while inhaling my sweet smell. She closes her eyes and her nipples tingle as if to invite me to drink. I have my first breastmilk and Ummi accepts Allah’s will.

         While feeding me, Ummi’s mind wanders to the tragedy of two months ago. She is cleaning the saj† when the sound of shrieking from the west side of the tribe interrupts this daily ritual. She runs towards her parents’ tent, her mind racing. Who could the wailing be for? There is not one of her twenty brothers and sisters that she is willing to spare. When she approaches, she sees all of her older sisters crouched down together, contorted with grief, as they shriek and throw sand in their faces. A black woman named Nayfa, who lived with the family and whom Ummi referred to as “our slave”, runs 11towards her with open arms. Although Nayfa lived mostly with Ummi’s family, she moved between the two sides of the tribe, healing the sick, delivering babies and sharing gossip. 

         “Allah protect you! Allah protect you, my habaabi [lord]. It is your father. It is your father.”

         Ummi runs towards her mother, who has collapsed next to the central rod of the tent, and embraces her. Nayfa examines the belly protruding from Ummi’s dress and proclaims: “That is a girl. If this was a boy, he would die after running in this heat.”

         “Shut your mouth,” my grandmother retorts. “Don’t bring the devil around here.”

         When Ummi tells that story she always adds, “I should have known then. Only girls can endure such pain.”

         Around seven o’clock in the evening, Abouee came to visit Ummi in the hospital. My father was different from most Bedouin men. For many years, he had been exposed to a more urban lifestyle. He had left the tribe at the age of twelve to work as a farmer on an Iraqi Jewish family’s moshav. He was twenty-eight when I was born and financially better off by that time than anyone else in the tribe. He owned his own delivery business, driving his red Volvo truck all across Israel to deliver fruit and vegetables. In other ways, my father was Bedouin through and through. Not least in his reverence that bordered on fear of his mother, Jidatee (my grandmother).

         My father, dressed in a tank top and shorts, walked towards Ummi, followed by Jidatee and then his father, Jidee (my grandfather). Jidatee had donned her most luxurious clothes to celebrate the birth of her much-anticipated grandson: a traditional Bedouin dress ornately embroidered with blue, brown and yellow flowers, a crepe abaaya (a thick coat also worn by men) and a golden Bedouin niqaab, which consists of a hood and a gold chain that descends from the top of the hood, sits on Jidatee’s nose and attaches to both ears. My mother’s relief at seeing Abouee’s smiling face faded as soon as she saw my grandmother. In a culture where a woman is supposed to walk behind her husband, Jidatee’s impressive attire and 12her order in the party added to Ummi’s terror. As soon as Abouee greeted her, Ummi started sobbing to win her mother-in-law’s compassion. Jidatee didn’t even look at her. She took one look at the little creature in Ummi’s arms and spat: “It’s a girl.” Ummi sobbed harder. Jidee came closer but Jidatee kept her distance.

         “Binti [my daughter],” Jidee said calmly, “it doesn’t matter.” He placed his hand on Ummi’s head. “Allah will never desert you.”

         Abouee tried to lighten the mood by cracking a joke. “Don’t worry. As long as she looks like me.” Ummi lifted me up and turned my face towards him. “The moment I looked at your face,” Abouee would tell me years later, “I felt a deep connection with you. You know when you see someone that you love and your whole body pulses with joy? When I saw you, I felt tears coming to my eyes, but I was afraid that my mother would notice.”

         Jidatee looked at Abouee and said, “Ya waladi [my son], another girl. How will you show your face to the tribe? This woman,” her head gestured to Ummi, “has broken your back.”

         Ummi’s eyes are begging for Jidatee to soften, knowing that her life is in her hands. Jidatee will be the one who will decide if her days will be bitter or sweet. Ummi watches the tattoo on Jidatee’s chin – the tattoo of the tribe – shrink as she purses her lips tighter and tighter.

         “What do you say, Haj?” she barks at Jidee.

         “It’s for Allah to say,” he replies.

         She clicks her tongue. “Tck. It’s in human hands now. I won’t let my oldest son lose his power because of this.”

         Ummi knows that Jidatee means that she will try to find another wife for Abouee.

         “I accept my fate,” Abouee says looking deeply into Ummi’s eyes. “I believe in Allah. Allah won’t forget me.” Abouee looks at me and says, “I see hope in her face. I want to call her Amal [hope], in the hope that Allah will give us boys after her.”

         “Which Allah?” Jidatee turns to leave, ordering Jidee after her. “Yalla, Haj.”13

         Now, the three of us were alone. Abouee knew that he could only linger for a moment. He leaned in and whispered in Ummi’s ear, “I promise you. For as long as I am alive, I will never marry another woman.” He squeezed her hand then stood up to leave. As he was passing through the door, the nurse entered to retrieve me.

         “Mabrouk! [Congratulations!]” she said to Abouee and then, in Hebrew, “You have a beautiful girl.” She shook Abouee’s hand. “She looks just like you.” Ummi remembers the proud look on Abouee’s face before he disappeared down the hall.

         Ummi is sitting there in shock as she feels tears coming again. The nurse turns to her and with a big smile she says, “Now I get it. Your baby looks just like her Ashkenazi dad!”

         His father hung back, waiting for him. “Poor you. Your mother is very angry.”

         Abouee didn’t reply. He knew that his mother would do everything she could to marry him off to another woman and he was already trying to figure out how to prevent that. When they reached the red Volvo truck, he opened the passenger door for his mother, placed his hand beneath her foot, and hoisted her inside.

         “You wait here. I am going to buy some candies for the good news,” he announced.

         “Jump in, jump in. We have no time.” She murmured to herself, “Candies! What for? You’re not bringing home any prize.”

         Abouee ignored her. He stopped at the first kiosk on the street and asked the Jewish shopkeeper, in Hebrew, for a bag of candies. The shopkeeper handed him a bag and Abouee asked for two more.

         “That’s a lot. What are they for?”

         “My wife just gave birth to a new baby girl who’s a warrior.”

         The shopkeeper smiled. “Mabrouk, Akhi [my brother],” he said, handing Abouee the candies.

         Abouee jumped into the truck as if he was jumping onto a horse and dropped the bags on his mother’s knees. She flung them onto her husband’s lap. Abouee started the engine, rolled down the windows, and started the drive home. For the entire ride, the only 14sound above the revving of the engine was Jidatee’s gold niqaab clinking in the wind.

         My eldest sister, eleven-year-old Basma, is waiting with her friends for my father’s truck to appear on the main street between Be’er Sheva and Arad. She has told me, “I was sure it was a boy. I was telling my friends, ‘Wait, wait, Abouee is going to bring lots of candies because Ummi gave birth to a boy today.’” She is waiting outside the tent and it is getting dark. She places her ear on the dirt road to listen for the sound of our father’s Volvo, but she doesn’t hear it. Together with the other girls, they start singing a song that our grandmother taught her to make our father come home faster.

         Oh rooster, rooster, singing in the pot,

         Bring my father to this spot …

         After the last verse, Basma places her ear to the ground and shoots up. “It’s Abouee’s truck! It’s Abouee’s truck!”

         She darts down the road barefoot because she can’t wait even ten minutes to hear the good news. She reaches the Volvo, jumps and grabs onto the large wing mirror on the driver’s side.

         “Abouee, Abouee, what’s the name of my brother?” she yells.

         “Amal. Her name is—”

         “It’s a girl. Where’s the amal in that?” Jidatee cuts him off. Abouee tosses Basma a bag of candies. “Here! Give it to your friends.”

         Basma pitches the candies back at him. “No one wants your candies.” She jumps down from the truck and runs back towards the tent.

         On her way, Basma passes through our uncle’s tent. One of our cousins steps out and asks with excitement, “What is it, Basma? What is it?”

         Without stopping, Basma shouts, “Another sister.”

         After a few paces, Basma looks back at our cousin, who is kneeling on the ground, tearing at her hair and throwing fistfuls of sand in her face.15

         A Tent, a Saj and a Donkey

         TWO MONTHS AFTER my birth, Ummi’s breasts stopped producing milk and she put me on goat’s milk. She watched her mother-in-law put on her black abaaya and ride out on her donkey, knowing that she was going to visit another family in the village to inspect a possible new wife for my father. For the entire day she worked in a waking nightmare, startled by every sound, fearing the zagareet announcing the match and sealing her fate.

         Ummi remembers: “I worked very hard to serve the whole family, your uncles, aunts, grandparents. I used to walk for three kilometres to the jiheer [well] and carry the water back to where your grandmother had left a pile of clothes as tall as I am under the noonday sun for me to wash by hand. Standing up after three hours of kneeling there washing the clothes was one of the hardest things, let me tell you. I’d bake and cook for everybody. My children were served last. How stupid I was! I thought that if I proved my loyalty to my mother-in-law that she’d stop searching for a new wife for your father. I heard her discussing it right in front of me! I knew her plans, but I never had the courage to stand up to her. Every time they mentioned a new plan I’d ask if that woman was prettier than me. At that time, I felt like all the women on earth were prettier and more deserving of your father than I was.”

         This time was crucial for both my parents. Abouee needed to draw the line between his commitment to himself, his loyalty to his parents and his responsibility to the tribe. Despite the promise he made to my mother that he wouldn’t remarry so long as she gave me the name Amal, the choice wasn’t really up to him. It was a collective decision that he could influence but ultimately had to submit to. My father worked himself to the bone to demonstrate his authority as the main breadwinner. He was supporting not only his family, but also his father’s new family – my grandfather had married a second wife a few years before my father got married – and his sibling who was studying abroad. Ummi could do nothing except wait and pray.16

         It was winter, the end of February. A time when even Tel Arad’s harsh land is awash with green and the smell of rain fills your every breath. Tall grass perks up between the houses and the soil is soft. Ummi’s youngest sister, Na’ama, was eight years old and the same age as one of her daughters, also named Na’ama. They were playing together, pressing their little hands into the mud and sculpting the wet soil. Na’ama and Na’ama heard my father’s sisters, Hesen and Maryam, young teens, sharing the latest gossip about their brother’s wedding and exchanging self-indulgent plans for what they were going to wear for the occasion. Na’ama, my mother’s sister, ran over to defend Ummi. She accused the girls of lying, but Maryam wasn’t going to be chastised by the little sister of the woman she saw as her servant. She screamed for help, Na’ama and Na’ama fled for safety to the tent of their grandmother (Ummi’s mother), and when Abouee’s father arrived to investigate, Maryam accused Na’ama of attacking her. He believed his daughter’s crocodile tears and rode to Ummi’s mother’s tent, where he threw the canvas aside, made straight for my grandmother, agaal‡ in hand, and walloped her until she cowered at his feet. When Ummi returned from the well, chaos greeted her. Hesen and Maryam called her terrible names and she ran to her mother’s tent, only to find her trembling by the fire, the marks of the agaal visible in the marks on her arms and the fear in her eyes. That is when Ummi decided that enough was enough. She wasn’t going back to my father’s family.

         Since her father had recently died, she needed to seek out her oldest male relative, her brother Salaame, and ask for his protection. Salaame was working in an orchard in the centre of Israel and timing was crucial. Still exhausted from the day’s work, Ummi fastened her shash§ firmly around her neck and placed me on her shoulders. She left my other siblings at home and her twelve-year-old brother Talab, who had travelled to the city many times, accompanied her to the bus 17stop. Women weren’t allowed to travel alone then, and even if it had been permitted, she wouldn’t have known how to take the bus. 

         Basma remembers that when our father came back from work that day, before he could even enter the house, Maryam and Hesen ran over to him and started telling him the story about how Ummi slapped them. Jidatee egged them on. Basma waited until Abouee was alone. He was getting ready for bed when she shared what she knew: Jidee had struck Jidatee – Ummi’s mother – and Hesen and Maryam were inventing a drama that never happened. Now Abouee understood the severity of the issue. It was no longer a private spat, but a tribal case.

         A week later, Abouee went to my mother’s side to negotiate. During that time, Basma didn’t attend school and took care of our four siblings since Ummi was living with Salaame in his shack in the middle of a fruit orchard surrounded by orange trees, a paradise compared to Tel Arad’s dusty plains. That’s where Abouee met with Salaame, who was known inside and outside the tribe for his strength of character. Abouee admired him and they had always been close, but now that his sister’s honour was at stake, the negotiations were tense. The two men spoke beneath the fruit trees. Salaame was very wise. He agreed to settle the issue on one condition. “If you want my sister back,” Salaame told him, “you have to grant her a decent life. You have to build her a tent and bring her everything she needs to have her own, independent life.”

         When Ummi told me this story for the first time, I asked what independence meant to her.

         “There are three things,” she answered, “three things every woman needs: a tent, a saj and a donkey.”

         The next day, Abouee brought her those three things. He came to her with good-quality fabric to build a solid tent for her to live in, a saj so she could earn her keep by baking, and a healthy donkey so she could easily get around. By giving my mother these things, he freed her from her mother-in-law’s cruelty and allowed her to start a life that was all her own.18

         Ummi said that the morning she woke up in her own tent, the sun had never seemed more radiant, the air had never smelled so fresh, and the animals’ bleats had never sounded more beautiful. She felt like she owned the universe. When we own ourselves, we do. She tied her donkey next to her tent and hung her saj on the al-waasit, the central pole of her tent. The early morning light had just caressed Tel Arad’s hills and the soil was still cool to the touch. Barefoot, she tiptoed out to face her tent. She smiled and let out an easy breath.

         In her new tent, Ummi got pregnant again. She received the news with mixed feelings, but she had faith that life was opening itself up to her. The first time she had delivered a boy, my elder brother Salmaan, Ummi’s closest brother, Daahish, had visited her in a dream and brought her a gift. This time Daahish gave Ummi a white dress embroidered with dainty yellow flowers, but when she stretched out her arms to pull the dress over her head, a searing pain shot from her wrists out to her fingers.

         The night my mother felt that it was time to deliver, my father brought his Volvo truck to outside her tent and my mother clambered up the steps to sit next to him. Her waters broke on their way to Soroka Hospital and at the junction that links al-Khaleel (Hebron) to Beer a-Saba (Be’er Sheva), my brother’s head descended into this world. My father called him Yousef, as this was the very spot where the prophet Yousef was left at the bottom of a well by his eleven brothers. Once it was known that she had delivered another baby boy, another future man capable of defending the tribe, Ummi’s worth, in the eyes of the tribe, was restored and her relationship with her mother-in-law changed. Jidatee no longer perceived my mother as an object she could order about, but saw her, at last, as a woman deserving of her respect.

         However, just as the dream foretold, thirty days after she delivered Yousef she became very ill and needed to be hospitalized. She feared that she would not live to enjoy her newborn son. When she was well enough to walk, she made her way to the hospital 19entrance and waited all day for my father to arrive with Yousef in his arms. She returned to her room in tears.

         The woman in the bed next to her gave her a reassuring smile and offered to read her palm. “You will have many children,” she told her, “a lot of human wealth. You should walk with your head embracing the sky.”

         The woman’s name was Aliza and she was an older Moroccan Jewish woman who spoke Arabic. Ummi and Aliza became close friends. They would sit together discussing the two topics that they had in common: children and food. After the family updates, the conversation would turn to different dishes and Aliza, a superb cook, would share recipes with my mother and explain them in detail. Aliza’s semolina milk cake was one of the first desserts Ummi learned how to make and it is still one of our favourites. Ummi was discharged from the hospital before Aliza but would ask my father to visit her every so often to take her Bedouin bread and cheese. Ummi always calls Aliza “my Jewish friend, Aliza” and emphasizes that Aliza is a good Jew, not like other Jews; that she is an Arab Jew.

         Worthy of Meat

         I MAY HAVE been only four years old when Ummi caught me pulling back the ma’anad, the fabric that separates the women’s section in the tent from the men’s. I wanted to watch the trial that Jidee, my father’s father, was presiding over. Jidee was the judge in our tribe and his wisdom was respected across the Naqab (Negev). His diwaan, the tent reserved for men, which comes from the Arabic word “to discuss”, was always bustling with some kind of business, be it matters of the heart, such as consulting on a marriage, matters of money, such as the sale of horses or cattle, or matters of politics and public well-being – on which his counsel was highly regarded. Regardless of who entered, the most powerful sheikh or the most 20wretched beggar, Jidee met each plea with a patient ear and a careful tongue. He listened for truth and spoke with justice.

         When the dogs barked, you knew that someone was approaching the tent. My youngest uncle, whose job it was to care for any horses that our guests rode in on, could tell whether the bark signalled a familiar face or a strange one. If a stranger arrived, Jidee greeted him outside the entrance of the tent, saying: “Ahalaan wasahalaan ya hayalah ba-thayf. Beetkou umatraahkou [You are most welcome, my guest. This is your house and your place].” The stranger, tired from the day’s ride, would dismount from his horse and shake Jidee’s hand before being gently ushered inside.

         It was one of those days when the diwaan was full of men. They argued and shouted. If I had been inside, I imagine that I would have seen their hands moving just as passionately as their mouths. Everyone wanted to have his say. On the women’s side, things were very different. We spoke in muted tones, whispering so that no one would hear us. The commotion on the other side rose in a crescendo until Jidee’s voice pierced the roar and silenced the other men. I always wanted to know what was going on in there. Why were the men shouting? Why could Jidee tell them what to do? Why would they listen? Were they afraid of him? With me, he was always soft and gentle, like a lion basking in the midday sun.

         When I could no longer contain my curiosity, I edged towards the ma’anad, and slowly pulled it back until I could see the right side of Abouee’s face. His light eyes were shadowed by a furrowed brow and his head was turned towards Jidee, who sat at the head of the tent, facing the entrance. On either side sat a scattering of men, some of whom I knew and others whom I had never seen before. The strangers, like this land, were dusty and dry, their skin dark and wrinkled from exposure to the sun. I so badly wanted Abouee to look at me. I pulled the ma’anad back further until I had Jidee’s full face in view, my eyes staring intently at Abouee, burning with a child’s desire to be seen. Finally, our eyes met and his gaze enveloped my little body, warming me like a sheepskin coat. My body relaxed, but 21a needle – Ummi’s sharp nails – stabbed me in my arm. Before I could scream, Ummi’s other hand gripped my face as she dragged me away from the ma’anad, my arm’s soft flesh still caught between her claws. I jerked and kicked, but I couldn’t escape.

         She spoke in a furious yell-whisper. “Why are you doing this? Are you out of your mind? Do you want to kill me?”

         It was strictly forbidden for the girls to peer into the diwaan. It was even more forbidden for a girl to stare at a man she didn’t know. Jidatee, with her air of authority, came over from the other side of the tent where she was supervising the preparation of the evening meal and bluntly pushed Ummi aside. “Leave her,” she commanded. “She’s just a kid.” Ummi released her grip and walked away in silence. Ummi knew her place.

         Jidatee bent down and wrapped her arms around me, her cheek resting near mine just for a moment. She looked into my eyes and firmly wiped away my tears. “Don’t listen to her,” she said, her head motioning towards Ummi. “Your mother is stupid and ignorant.” Together, we walked back to where Jidatee had been supervising the preparation of the goat that would later be served in the diwaan. She added another piece of wood to the fire and took a seat next to the pot of boiling water and goat meat. I sat down on the dirt floor beside her. My eyes on the fire, I whispered, “She is stupid and ignorant,” repeating it to myself like a lullaby. Jidatee hated people she thought were weak, and Ummi was one of her main targets. Every time Ummi beat me, Jidatee would take my side, saying, “She doesn’t understand you. You are strong. She is weak.” I didn’t understand the hypocrisy then, but later I would recognize how women in the tribe internalized their own oppression and abused each other accordingly. As I grew up, I would come to understand why the same woman who saved me from Ummi’s abuse treated Ummi worse than the mud beneath her feet.

         This must have taken place in the fall, because I remember that we were using the winter tent. That tent is made of a mix of camel and goat hair; it is heavy and thick, black with white and brown 22stripes. The fabric is so heavy that it requires the strength of twenty men to carry it. The tent is divided into three sections: the diwaan, the women and children’s section, and the kitchen. A few feet away from where I was sitting with Jidatee, Ummi was baking the bread. The bread we eat is as large as a serving platter and slightly thicker than a crepe. It takes about twenty seconds to bake. Lay it on one side, flip it on the other, and it’s done. Every couple of minutes, Ummi pushed five or six coals from the fire under the saj to ensure that the bread would bake evenly. She knew how many coals to add by looking at the bubbles in the dough. A rug covered the floor where she rolled the dough and tossed it in the air, deftly spinning it around until it grew large enough to cover the saj’s entire surface. Baking the bread was torture, but with Jidatee watching, Ummi didn’t dare stop to rest, even as the smoke blinded her and the fire burned her shins and calves, which were red from sitting so close.

         As the women worked, the aroma of baking bread and braised goat wafted through the tent and mingled with the coffee that had been brewing in the diwaan all afternoon. Two of my sisters were seated in another corner of the tent, washing a seemingly endless stack of large metal serving platters. Whenever there are guests, women are put to work. Amid the hushed bustle, Abouee quietly entered and pointed towards the pot, enquiring politely if the meal was ready.

         Jidatee left her post, moved closer to Abouee and asked: “Did they solve it?” Her dark eyes gleamed.

         “Yes, yes.”

         “Al-hamdulillah!” She clapped her hands together. In our tradition, we only serve the meal once the issue has been resolved. The two parties will share bread as a sign of peace and a commitment to cease fighting. If the problem is not resolved, the men will only drink coffee.

         Jidatee barked at Ummi: “Prepare the food for serving. It’s time!”

         Ummi leaped up from the fire, grabbed the metal plates, and lined them up on the floor of the tent. I counted them with my eyes. 23There were seven. Like in a well-rehearsed play, everyone took their places. Ummi and Abouee lifted the pot of stewed goat and placed it on the floor. Now came the time for everyone to play their part in a coordinated dance of speed and precision. Ummi and my sisters were on first. They tore the bread into small pieces and covered the platter with them. Then, Jidatee swooped in, delivering a careful splash of hot soup, a mixture of broth and yogurt, which was followed by Ummi firmly planting a full flatbread to soak up the soup. For the grand finale, a male solo in this female production, Abouee added the last but most important flourish: healthy morsels of savoury goat meat that had been stewing since the early afternoon. They loaded up the platters one by one until all the food was laid out in seven magnificent and mouth-watering arrangements. Jidatee and Abouee sent each other a silent signal that it was time to place the feast before our guests. For the second act, Abouee lifted one platter in each hand and disappeared swiftly into the other side of the tent. Ummi and my sisters stood in a straight line just behind the curtain that separated us from the diwaan, each holding a platter, and Abouee moved back and forth, gracefully taking the plates from their hands and placing them before the guests. When every last platter had been brought out, Jidee’s voice proudly declared: “Medo eidayko ala ali qasma allah ya hala wahayaala [Dip your fingers into the food that Allah has given to you].”

         After all that work, everyone on the women’s side, including my brothers, had to endure act four, the waiting game. We had been enveloped in that sumptuous aroma all afternoon and the tease of seeing that tasty feast was almost too much for our empty stomachs to bear. All the children sat impatiently around the fire, counting the minutes till the guests would finish eating so that we could devour their leftovers. Some of us kept perfectly still, forcing an inner calm, while those of us who were less disciplined fidgeted and wriggled, desperately distracting ourselves from our desire for food. After what felt like an eternity, we heard a shift. The voices of satisfied stomachs stepping out of the diwaan to wash their hands rippled into a tsunami of excitement on our side of the tent.24

         “The food is coming! The food is coming!” my brother squealed.

         My mind conjured up a particularly plump piece of meat I recalled Abouee ladling on top of the fresh bread and yogurt soup. I ran my tongue along the inside of my mouth and licked my lips in anticipation. My uncle appeared from behind the curtain, approaching us with two half-full platters in his hands. He saw our enthusiasm, but didn’t smile. His dour expression told us to keep it down since the guests were still there. We ran towards him, our arms reaching out towards the plates, but Ummi snatched them from him first.

         “Sit!” she growled.

         We crowded around her, craning our faces as close as we could. With one hand, she stacked the dishes and with the other she swatted us away like the persistent flies on a horse’s back. She placed the platters on the ground, her hands moving quickly as she reorganized them, putting all the meat onto one platter and the yogurt soup and bread onto another. She kept the platter with the meat tucked behind her, and pushed the other one towards us. Like a pack of dogs, we rushed towards it. Sitting around the platter in a circle, we thrust our grubby hands into the warm mush, rolled the bread and yogurt together into a gooey ball, and devoured one ball after another.

         Jidatee was sitting away from us, arranging other platters and handing them to my cousins to bring to their families for dinner. Everyone in the tribe waited eagerly for this meal because goat was a luxury we ate only on very special occasions. Even if they only received a small portion of meat atop a large serving of bread mixed with yogurt soup, just a morsel of that sumptuous flesh was enough for everyone to feel like they had been fed. Ummi was sitting with us without eating, watching in silence. Each one of us was trying to get as much bread onto our side of the platter as we could. When she could see the metal of the plate through the pieces of bread, she would cut more and toss it into the dish, only breaking her silence to warn us to move our hands away as she poured more soup over the plate.25

         With the edge taken off our hunger, the pace of our hands moving towards our mouths slowed. But it was only the calm before the storm. For this pack of dogs, the fight for food was nearing its deadliest stage, the part that I hated the most. Ummi turned to the platter of meat behind her and started to pull it apart, dividing it between the seven of us. It wasn’t really a contest. We all knew where we stood and we all knew why the girls got the scraps. Ummi started by handing the meat to my brothers: big, juicy chunks dripping with hot soup. I eyed them with envy. Now, it was our turn. To Basma, she tossed a scraggly bone with only a pinkie nail’s worth of goat flesh. Basma didn’t seem to care. Without even inspecting her meagre share, she popped it in her mouth.

         I looked at the piece that had landed in my hand. It was pathetic: a splintered bone covered almost entirely in fat. My stomach sank. I don’t know if it was the fat or the injustice that repulsed me, but I couldn’t take it. I tossed the bone back into the dish and waited for Ummi’s reaction.

         “Inshaala ma takli [So you won’t eat],” she said without even looking at me.

         My other sister rushed to grab my sad, discarded bone and suck out the marrow. Fuelled by my rage, I leaped up and began yelling at her, my finger condemning her for this betrayal. The commotion drew my uncle from the diwaan. The light was fading, but we could see his eyes, blazing with anger. They could hear me shouting from the other side.

         “Beat her!” Ummi demanded in a harsh whisper. “She threw her piece of meat back and today she was trying to get into the men’s side.”

         My uncle grabbed my arm and dragged me deeper inside the tent. The more I fought, the harder his fingers twisted around my arm. “I have told you a million times! You can’t be around men and you can’t be in there. It’s only for men.” With those words, he released my arm and pushed me to the ground. I landed face first and tasted the dirt.26

         Jidatee came to my rescue again. “Leave her! She didn’t do anything wrong. Her mother is exaggerating.” My uncle stalked off and Jidatee waited till I picked myself up before going back to whatever she had been doing before the commotion started. Dusting myself off, I looked over at Ummi, who was busy washing the platters as if nothing had happened. I was furious at her indifference. That was when I noticed my brother standing next to Jidatee, a fat piece of meat still dangling in his right hand. My eye on the prize, I ran towards him at full speed. With rage and determination on my side, I yanked the meat from his hand and bolted from the tent. His whimpering for Ummi followed me out into the darkness. I heard Ummi yelling after me, threatening to kill me if I didn’t come back that instant.

         Jidatee, my biggest ally, turned to my brother and said, “Run. Go and get your meat. If you catch her, it is yours. If not, you don’t deserve it.”

         My brother and my sisters all sprinted after me. My little legs moved swiftly beneath me, carrying me faster and faster away from the voices shouting at me in anger or cheering my brother on. I ran and ran and ran until the only sound I could hear was the rhythm of my feet hitting the sand. I made it to the very top of the hill that overlooked my parents’ tent. Finally, I stopped. I caught my breath and with a quick prayer to Allah turned around. No one was behind me.

         A wave of relief coursed through my body. I sat down and opened my hand to see that decadent chunk of meat nestled safely in my palm. The soup had dribbled between my fingers and down my arm, coating it in a sticky mess of yogurt and dust, but I didn’t care.

         Raising the meat to my nose, I inhaled its delicious smell. Then I brought the meat to my lips, kissing it before opening my mouth and biting off the tiniest piece. Closing my eyes, I savoured the taste of triumph. I swallowed and felt the meat nourish my entire being.

         “Yes,” I said with a smirk. “You earned it.”27

         The Land of Olives and Thyme

         THE ISRAELI GOVERNMENT wants you to believe the official story: that we are not indigenous to the land. The official story is that we wandered in from Saudi Arabia and Egypt during the time of the Ottomans. While we don’t have written documents to counter this claim, our oral history relayed from generation to generation tells a different story. According to our traditions, our herds have grazed on the Naqab’s grass since the Bronze Age and her lands continued to give us life even as she changed hands from the Nabateans, to the Byzantines, to the Romans. Our traditions are a product of our semi-nomadic lifestyle of moving with the seasons, settling our tents away from the wind and riding towards the sun in order to sustain our herds. As you can imagine, semi-nomadic people don’t fit neatly into a delineated territory, nor do they abide by the laws laid down by the prevailing power. During those times, we answered only to the stern law of nature and to our own tribal codes, which ruled every element of life in the tribe: the roles of men and women, the customs of birth, marriage and death, and how crime was punished and justice exacted.

         According to Abouee, the sedentarization of the Bedouin began with the Ottomans, who introduced the Land Law in 1858, declaring all land in the region to be uncultivated and state-owned. As a result, we were incentivized to register our land in order to prove ownership. By that time, we were organized into seven major tribal confederations, each consisting of several tribes. The largest was made up of thirty tribes, the smallest of five or six. My tribe belonged to the second largest, the Al-Tiyaaha, and we were known for being noble and educated. According to my grandmother, we were originally Iraqi and belonged to that majestic civilization before we made our way from Iraq, through the treacherous mountains of Jordan, which wasn’t of course called Jordan at the time, to the vast desert of the Naqab in historic Palestine.

         Abd al-Kareem, my paternal great-grandfather, was a fierce leader of the tribe who fought alongside the Ottomans. Abouee was 28named after him. When the Ottomans finally ceded to the British in 1917, the British administrators appointed a sheikh from a different tribe in order to temper the a-Sana power in the region. Abd al-Kareem went to the chief British administrator and threatened him at gunpoint. Then the British understood that our tribe had many allies in the region, and they appointed Abd al-Kareem’s brother, Ibraheem, my maternal great-grandfather, as sheikh instead.

         Whoever ruled over our territory tried to garner our favour through promises and bribes. The promises were always the same: “If you leave this land, you can have that one, where there are many more Bedouin, and you will have an official title, which means they will report to you.” Some Bedouin from other tribes fell for these schemes and were willing to give up their territory in exchange for more favourable political ties and a greater number of people to rule over. But not Sheikh Ibraheem. Ibraheem was more diplomatic than his brother and was deeply principled. Throughout the Naqab, the other Bedouin tribes referred to him as “The Righteous”. He conducted meetings with the British tactfully and respectfully, but always with an eye for what was best for his people.

         The British continued the process of sedentarization by building villages and establishing laws. By 1946, it was estimated that 14 per cent of the Bedouin lived in permanent structures. We chose to remain in the desert, but we owned several permanent buildings in Beer a-Saba, where Sheikh Ibraheem held meetings and other formal gatherings. When proponents of the Zionist project started buying land in the region, Sheikh Ibraheem gathered the heads of the Bedouin tribes and asked them to place their swords on the Quran and swear that they would not sell a single dunam to the Jews. Later, in 1936 when the Palestinians revolted against the British over growing Jewish immigration, Palestinian leader Amin Al-Husseini and the King of Jordan, Abdullah I, selected Sheikh Ibraheem to represent the Bedouin tribes at the subsequent negotiations. The role he played during this event is crucial to understanding Israel’s future dealings with my tribe and our dedication to political activism. He 29worked tirelessly to oppose the settlers and advocate for the tribes in the region. People from across the Naqab sought his counsel and he negotiated with the Zionist leaders on their behalf – never betraying his principles and never accepting a higher seat in exchange for his people’s autonomy.

         When my grandmother spoke about her father, Sheikh Ibraheem, she spoke with pride beyond pride. Even if she was reclining from the day’s work, when her father was mentioned, she would sit up, pull her shoulders back and wait for complete silence before opening her mouth. In the way that I could always predict my father’s arrival by the revving of his truck engine, my grandmother could always tell when her father was approaching by the cloud of dust his horse kicked up as he rode into the tribe. She never hid inside the tent, even if a group of ten or twenty men arrived with her father. He would hand her his horse in front of the whole caravan, and charge her with its care. My grandmother was the eldest daughter and she knew where her father went, the cases he was dealing with, and the parties involved. Ibraheem didn’t refrain from discussing political affairs with her because she was a woman. At this time, prior to the urbanization of our community and the subsequent shift to a more conservative Islam, women were part of the whole and helped the tribe survive. My grandmother fondly recalled participating in the resistance against Israeli soldiers, a stockpile of ammunition hidden beneath the rug where she sat breastfeeding when the soldiers stormed the tent. Although she never received a formal education, she understood the political landscape: the intricate affiliations between tribes, the names of the Zionist movement’s leaders and their respective platforms, and which plots of land the tribe now owned and who had sold it to them. And, while it may take an entire university course to explain the difference between colonialism and settler-colonialism, my grandmother distinguished these two concepts by the simple fact that when the British came, they came alone, and when the Jews came, they came with their wives and children.

         My grandmother also perceived the sad truth that “Alyahood wid-hum 30 blaad bedoon l’baad” – the Jews want land without people. Before the Nakba¶ in 1948, there were roughly ninety thousand Bedouin in the Naqab. Three years later, there were eleven thousand. During the war, some tribes fought, some fled and others were expelled. Each tribe’s experience depended on their allegiances and their numbers, which affected their decision to resist or not. Those who left headed to Jordan, Gaza, Sinai, the Hebron mountains and the West Bank. At that time, Bedouin tribes were fractured: there were members of our tribe who fled to Gaza and Jordan while others, around eight hundred, stayed behind to defend the homeland we had spent years cultivating. We also cooperated with the Egyptians to protect Beer a-Saba, but we did not have the strength to defend these lands. The Israeli forces had guns that outmatched our British rifles and we were forced to relocate to an area north-east of Beer a-Saba. Jidatee remembers that after the Israeli forces claimed Beer a-Saba, her father went to an outdoor faucet near a house he owned there. He asked to drink at it, but the Jewish settler who had taken up residence refused. “You foreigner,” Sheikh Ibraheem said. “I installed this pipe with my own hands, and I have the documents to prove that these houses belong to us.” The Jewish settler moved aside and let him drink.

         For many Palestinians, the process of expulsion ended when the state was established in 1948. For my people, our dispossession didn’t end there. Even after Israel established itself as a country, the government continued its attempts to empty the land of its indigenous people. Between 1949 and 1953 it was possible for the Bedouin to move freely to visit their relatives who had fled to the surrounding regions. Some tribes stayed in order to avoid having their land taken over by Jewish settlers. Others left, in the hope of reuniting with the rest of the tribe and returning at a later date. The government took advantage of these movements and claimed the territory the Bedouin tribes left behind by enacting the 1950 31Absentee Property Law, which authorized the state to nationalize nearly all the land in the Naqab. The government justified these actions on the basis that we were nomadic people who had no official records of our land holdings, and, therefore, no rights to this soil. Moreover, some of the territory we had previously inhabited was designated as a military zone, which denied us access to those lands. Without official documentation, neither the trees we planted nor the fields we cultivated were sufficient proof to back up our claim. 

         Jidatee told me that our tribe was expelleed twice; the first time was from Laqiya in 1950 at gunpoint. We fled to the mountains and were allowed to return a couple of weeks later. For the next three years, we lived in Laqiya, but under highly restrictive conditions. Finally, in 1953, although Sheikh Ibraheem had been granted a provisional judgement against the Israeli military governor and the company developing our land, Israeli forces arrived in tanks and armoured cars, circled the village and swiftly moved in. Chaos descended. Guns at the ready, they fired them in the air to scare everyone and shot anyone who resisted. “Yalla! Yalla!” was their only intelligible demand, but what they wanted was clear. The women were begging and pleading, men fighting and throwing stones, and people running in all directions. Clutching their children, families tried to fight back, but they were beaten until they had no choice but to comply. Eventually everyone was loaded onto trucks, squeezed between their cows, camels, goats and sheep.

         They were going to relocate my tribe to Tel Arad, but my great-grandfather Ibraheem wanted to go to Jordan, fearing that Tel Arad was a death sentence. Although this contravened the armistice with Jordan, the Israeli military governor didn’t try to stop him. The land they wanted would be emptied of one more Bedouin tribe; he didn’t care where the tribe went. He considered us weeds in a garden, to be managed and removed, rather than trees in the desert, important features of the land which had a place, and whose place had a purpose.

         With heavy hearts, my tribe walked with whatever we could carry towards the Jordanian border, which, at the time, was near Hebron. 32When we arrived, we did not receive the warm welcome that my great-grandfather was expecting. Instead, we were held there for fifty days. Fifty days that destroyed my great-grandfather’s life. Ibraheem would have preferred to go to Jordan and collect his energy until he could plan his next steps, but the Jordanian authorities refused to let my tribe in. My great-grandfather spent many hours fiercely negotiating with the military governor and consulting with the rest of the tribe in the diwaan. Finally, the United Nations Truce Officers intervened. Ibraheem hosted a meeting with the Jordanian officials, the Israeli military governor and the United Nations officers. The Jordanian officials did not want to allow the Israelis to reduce their Palestinian population by sending Palestinians over the border; they claimed that it would create a precedent and that Jordan’s lands were becoming overcrowded with refugees. One afternoon the military governor drove by the diwaan in his jeep and ordered Sheikh Ibraheem to go to Tel Arad, a barren swathe of land west of the Dead Sea. This news crushed him, but he was not going to fight to enter another land where the government would not welcome his people. An account from one of the United Nations Truce Officers, an English military observer named E.H. Hutchison|| describes my great-grandfather’s tremendous character, strength and diplomacy and the tragic shift from pride in leading a carefree people to a sense of defeat, shame and humiliation at not being able to protect them. We were sent to Tel Arad to die, and forty days after we arrived, my great-grandfather was found wrapped in a blanket, lifeless and cold. He left behind a legacy of principled action, of advocacy on behalf of the Naqab Bedouin, and a diplomacy that demonstrated the sophistication of our tribe and of our people.

         On my mother’s side, Ummi’s father was concerned that upon arriving at Tel Arad, the authorities would arrest his brother due to his actions in the resistance. After consulting with the tribe, it was 33decided that Ummi’s family would sneak into Jordan and seek shelter there. Ummi remembers the journey well. She remembers the unforgiving desert sun, the sand that scorched her feet, the dust that covered her face and clothes, and the feeling of being so parched that even her skin was thirsty. Ummi’s mother and father rode at the front of the caravan, her mother on a camel and her father on a horse. They were followed by their modest herd of animals – a few donkeys, some goats, sheep, and cows – shepherded by my mother and the brother closest to her in age. Her two older brothers brought up the rear of the train. My mother walked along the middle, near one of the donkeys where her two baby brothers lay nestled in a pair of saddlebags. She would run back and forth, running ahead to keep the animals in line and then sprinting back to swat the flies from her sleeping brothers’ faces. Her bare feet scurried across the sand, carelessly stepping on pebbles and plants so that by the end of the day her feet were caked in blood and dirt. After walking to a safe distance from the border, near Hebron, her parents stood in front of the caravan to discuss where to put the tent. The twenty of them were covered in grime and exhausted from the day’s trek, from the fear of being caught, and from moving onwards without knowing where they would end up. Ahead, they could see the stone houses of a town – Ummi’s first glimpse of such structures – but decided it would be safer to set up camp outside the town. They later joined the rest of the tribe in Tel Arad. 

         For more than twenty years, we lived in a camp with tents and makeshift shacks scattered across Tel Arad’s dusty mound. We lived like prisoners in a country where we once roamed free. Unable to grow anything on Tel Arad’s salty and dry expanse, we risked our lives to find menial work in the nearby Jewish towns, sneaking out under the cloak of night to tend to their fields or develop their land. In 1976, when I was four years old, we were finally granted the right to return to Laqiya, our beloved home. I was so young, but the day that we returned is burned in my memory. We drove from Tel Arad towards our promised land in large trucks loaded with dismantled 34shacks and tents. My siblings, aunts, uncles and cousins sat together in the back of Abouee’s truck, squashed between our belongings, singing, laughing, dancing, lifting ourselves up onto the sides of the truck, craning our necks to see the land ahead as the desert wind carried our songs away.

         Although we had lived there for twenty-three years, Tel Arad was always only temporary. While I had never stepped foot on Laqiya’s soil, I had visited her a thousand times in my mind, seeing her rolling green mountains and wells streaming with sparkling water. Her name means “the meeting point between Gaza and Hebron”, and I was sure she was heaven. As we drew nearer, my sisters and aunts raised their voices, singing “Bilaadi, bilaadi, bilaadi laaki hobbi wa fouwaadi [my land, my land, you deserve my love],” as we younger children repeated the words after them with elation and glee. We were all in a giddy state of relief and disbelief. As the first truck in our caravan entered the village, it raised the Palestinian flag, a beacon of victory and an act of defiance. We had finally returned to the place where we had always belonged.

         I peered over the side of the truck and watched the members of my tribe embrace in celebration. Each fahad (section of the tribe) was scoping the land and discussing how to divide the territory for their families and the families of their married sons. The zagareet resounded across the plain as more and more women added their voices to the jubilant chorus. We didn’t do much work that day. We unpacked our things and concocted plans for our new lives. Once the sun had descended behind Laqiya’s blessed mountains, we crawled into the back of Abouee’s truck and slept packed together like a flock of sheep, content to have returned to our pasture and eager for the morning graze.

         The second day, everyone was in motion. Men carried large planks of wood for building cabins, the women unloaded the trucks and prepared the saj pita, and even the children scurried around helping wherever they could. My job was to stand close to Abouee as he erected our shack and hand him the right-sized nail. I listened 35with rapt attention and dutifully obeyed his commands of “A long one!” and “A short one!”, absorbed in my role of helping him to fashion these barren planks of wood into our family home.

         Laqiya is seventeen kilometres north-east of Beer a-Saba, in the Ijbaal al-Laqiya mountains that connect Beer a-Saba to al-Khaleel. We built our homes on the lap of the mountainside, not too close to the peaks, in order to be shielded from the wind, and not too near the valley, to avoid being flooded in the winter. This area is known for its many wells and freshwater springs, as well as its caves that were used as dwelling places in the previous century. We later used them to store our crops or to provide our shepherds with refuge from the sun. From the place where we would build our house, facing west or south, I saw the mountain. Looking north or to the east, I saw the fields stretching far beyond me before ascending upwards, becoming once again part of those proud yet silent peaks.

         By the time our shack was complete, it comprised two rooms as large as a school classroom that opened onto a cement patio – the hosh – which was enclosed by a wall made of concrete blocks. The rooms had large glass windows and the doors were fitted with a lock and key, none of which I had ever seen before. We loved our new home, in no small part due to the fact that Abouee had allowed us to carve our names in the soft cement in our room and in the hosh. Next to our room, Abouee and Ummi constructed an arbour for our grapes that shaded the area between the shack where we lived and another shack that we used as a kitchen. The kitchen shack was constructed from sheets of corrugated metal, and on one side of the kitchen, Ummi had set up our tent where she would prepare the food. In the winter, the kitchen was my favourite place to be. The metal did little to protect against the cold so we would sit huddled together on the dirt floor by the fire. I sometimes think that those nights are the reason that everyone in my family has a loud voice. As we sat together in that tin shed, we would have to yell at the top of our lungs to be heard over the rain pounding against the roof.

         The village wasn’t equipped with modern plumbing or electricity. 36Our only sources of water were three wells, a large one located in the centre of the village, and two smaller ones in the mountains. We used to bathe in a corner of the kitchen that Ummi had designated for us. We heated the water in a pot on the fire and would sit in a large metal dish while one sibling poured the water over your body and the other scrubbed you raw. Ummi hated it when the water spilled outside the bathing area and onto the kitchen floor, threatening to turn her neatly packed dirt floor into a puddle of mud. I was happy that this unpleasant activity only took place once a week. For our other needs, we ventured into the valley, and we girls had to wait for the cover of night before we were allowed to relieve ourselves.

         During those first months in the village, we were on a mission to root ourselves for good. We built homes, planted orchards, raised sheep and did everything we could to ensure that, this time, no one could deny that these lands were ours. Planting olives, figs and grapes, with a fence around them of prickly pear cacti, was not only for sustenance but to prove that we had been here all along. We lived by the words of the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish: “We will stay in the land as long as the thyme and olives are rooted.” Our orchards told the Israeli government that our roots in this land ran just as deep.

         We divided the valley into farms and orchards, built dams to water our crops, and dug roads between the shacks and tents. Next to Jidee’s shack was the diwaan, where the men gathered to drink coffee and discuss tribal affairs. The taboon, a communal oven made from mud and hay, was set up in the middle of the village, where the women would take turns preparing the bread for the entire tribe. I remember the morning baking with special fondness. The women would arrive very early and place their babies in cloth hammocks tied to the shelter covering the taboon. They would fire up the oven and by late morning the entire village would be bathed in the scent of freshly baked bread. The scene at the taboon was a kind of paradise for me. The hens strolled about while the women worked, sitting together on the floor, rolling out the dough, purposeful but also 37carefree, laughing, gossiping and enjoying the experience of hard labour in the company of good friends. They worked all morning, resting only for a quick breakfast of fresh bread dipped in small bowls of olive oil and zaatar.

         The first years after returning to our village were marked by breathing life back into the land. When we weren’t caring for our crops and animals, we children would roam the wheat fields playing tag or hide-and-seek. Nothing compares to times when the old and young work together under the open sky. I still remember my grandparents’ harvest songs and the contentment and peace that come from living with the land. Although it may have been different for the adults in the village, as a child I don’t remember anything from the outside world interrupting our lives. But one day, in the fall of 1978, I came to understand that things were not so simple.

         I was six years old and in first grade. We were sitting at our desks, listening to the day’s lesson, when our teacher stopped mid-sentence and walked towards the window. We ran to look. The windows faced the village’s main dirt road, where an unfamiliar procession was making its way towards the school. There were two white police jeeps at the head followed by two bulldozers and an endless line of white cars behind them. I sensed my teacher’s fear. I had no idea what was happening, but another teacher entered the class and the two of them whispered to each other frantically. As the line of bulldozers and white cars drove closer and closer to us, teachers streamed into the schoolyard and formed a human barricade against the oncoming threat. The jeep neared the schoolyard and the principal cried out: “This is a school! What do you want? There are children here. You are scaring the children!” He stretched his arms out in front of him and commanded the other teachers to do the same. Not everyone wanted to fight. Some teachers stayed behind, refusing to leave the classroom and join the resistance. Most of the teachers who joined the principal were teachers from the Arab communities in the north, government employees who had been sent to support the disadvantaged schools in our area. The jeeps ploughed onwards. 38Silence descended over the yard. Once they were through the gate, the jeeps halted. After that, nothing happened. No one rolled down a window and no one got out. Whether the people in the vehicles wore uniforms was hard to see, because the windows were tinted, which only exacerbated our sense of facing a non-human enemy. Then, just as swiftly as they had rolled in, the procession backed out of the driveway and headed straight for the field of prickly pear cactus adjacent to the school.

         The bulldozers led the charge in digging up these beautiful green giants. Impressive plants more than two metres tall, they had been planted over a hundred years ago by the Abu Garin Bedouin who lived nearby, but these yellow monsters paid no heed to that. With no hesitation, their shovels plunged deep into the soil and uprooted a hundred years’ worth of history.

         I had run out of my classroom and was frantically searching the schoolyard to find my sisters. The principal’s voice rang out. “Protect our trees! We must fight and protect our trees!” Across the field, I saw soldiers with shovels and shears making their way towards a newly planted olive orchard. Like everyone else, I ran. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, but everyone was running so I ran with them. Some ran towards the bulldozers, others towards the orchard.

         I saw my uncle** being pinned down by two policemen, struggling in their grip. My aunt, who was in ninth grade, was enlisting my sister Basma and their friends to stop the bulldozers. “They don’t harm women,” she assured them. “Let’s go!” The group of six girls sprinted towards the bulldozers, gathered stones and hurled them.

         We younger children were trapped in the centre of the chaos. We tried to run back inside the school, but we couldn’t swim against the current of teachers running towards the fields. I saw my aunt, the one who had been confident that women were safe from civic brutality, fighting a policeman. He pushed her aside and two policewomen beat her to the ground. I couldn’t see her head, but I saw her legs flailing 39in the air and then fall down motionless. They dragged her to the jeep. The police hit anyone who stood in their way, striking them with a wooden bat. Another group of students ran for higher ground, and from the top of the hill they slung sizeable boulders onto the police in the field below, but their success was short-lived. Outnumbered many times over, once the police started to chase them, the students fled for the village. 

         Amid the confusion, Ummi found me. Her face pale with fear, she grabbed my wrist and asked me where my siblings were. Without waiting for my answer, she ran. Fast. So fast that my feet barely grazed the ground by her side. “Hit them!” she screamed, telling me to fling rocks at the police officers around us. Suddenly we noticed a police officer coming towards us. Ummi stopped in her tracks and said in broken Hebrew, “I just want to take my children. They are small. Please, please let me go.” He let her pass. I don’t remember if and how she found my siblings, but by the time we crossed the mountain, our village was crawling with police officers who were searching for anyone who had retaliated. We arrived at our shack to find my uncle and cousin hiding in my parents’ room. My sister ran inside to alert us that the police were coming to search our house. When a woman gets married, she receives a large wooden chest, an edde, which is roughly two metres long and has three or four drawers where she can keep her things. Traditionally, mattresses and blankets are piled high on top of the edde, reaching up to the ceiling. Ummi quickly folded my uncle and cousin in two large separate quilts at the summit of the mattresses.

         “Don’t move!” she whispered. With a wave of her hand, she gestured the rest of us to the kitchen, where we sat pretending to eat dinner.

         The police arrived and Ummi greeted them with a calm that my child self couldn’t comprehend. When the officers asked if she was hiding anyone, my mother pointed to us and said in a mix of Arabic and simple Hebrew: “Ma fi … kloom. Yeladim ketanim [No one is here. Only small children].” They walked past her to search the shack and she no longer seemed so serene. Although her face was 40expressionless, I could tell that she was holding her breath as she kept her gaze fixed on the floor. A couple of minutes later, the voice of one of the police officers allowed us to breathe again: “Ayn kloom [There is nothing],” and they left. We wanted to stand up and cheer, but my mother’s hand warned us to stay seated and silent. Then we heard a commotion at Nayfa’s house. She welcomed the officers with her typical greeting – “Habaabi, habaabi [My lord, my lord]” – and then walloped one of them across the head with a rock.

         We later learned that Nayfa had hidden one of our teachers in her shack. It wasn’t just any teacher, it was one of the government-hired teachers from the north, from Akka (Acre). Being in the Negev cut us off from the rest of the Arab community within Israel. These teachers exposed us to the world outside. They exposed us to the discourses of nationalism, communism and the possibility of political activism. This is one of the reasons why they were the first to join our fight: they didn’t see the invasion as a crime only against the Bedouin, but as an act of nationalist terror against all Palestinian citizens of Israel. As a government employee, the teacher would most certainly lose his job, and yet he defended our fields as if he was protecting his own land and fighting for his own rights. And Nayfa! We couldn’t believe it. She had risked her life to save a stranger to the tribe. From that day on, we regarded her as a hero.

         Abouee’s Story

         JIDATEE OFTEN TOLD me that, when I was a few months old, she peered closely at my forehead to examine the angle at which my hair grew, and after a few minutes of intense concentration, she knew that boys would be born after me. Ummi, however, wasn’t convinced, and with another girl in tow, the fear that Abouee would take a second wife hovered around her like a dark cloud. The women in the village came to comfort her.

         “Illi min Allah zayn [What comes from God is good],” they 41would say, but then follow up their reassurance with a knowing look in their eyes and the inevitable “A man can’t stay with a woman who delivers girls. You know that. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last. God help you.” A woman who could not produce boys could expect her husband to remarry and she couldn’t fault him for it. The tribal doctrine against girls ran so deep that these visits always ended with the common saying: “humm al-banaat lal-mamaat [The burden of girls lasts until your death],” – a saying which Ummi used against my sisters and me often and with complete sincerity. While the rumours that Abouee was going to marry again made their way around the tribe, Ummi remained silent on the matter. If she didn’t ask Abouee about it directly, she wouldn’t have to face the pain.

         Abouee was twenty-eight years old when I was born. He was young and handsome, full of adventure, and eager to experience the world outside the tribe. Later, when I was older, I asked him if it was his love for my mother that discouraged him from taking a second wife.

         “It wasn’t something that I wanted to do,” he replied, his white turban framing his face that had aged well and always maintained its dignity no matter the time or the circumstance. “I never thought of myself as someone who follows the rules of the tribe. It wasn’t really because I loved your mother. I didn’t know her. The first time I saw her was on our wedding night when I entered the tent and she was sitting on our wedding bed.”

         Abouee’s lips curled into a half-smile. A smile that seemed to convey the mixed emotions that come with a complex memory: longing, sadness, but also love and warmth. He laughed.

         I leaned in closer. “What’s so funny?”

         “My brother was so creative. He loved me so much that he spent the whole day preparing a special mattress for my wedding night that would be as comfortable as the bed we had seen at our Jewish boss’s house.”

         Abouee’s brother passed away just shy of his fiftieth birthday. Abouee rarely spoke about him, but they had been very close. The 42two of them supported the family because Jidee had vowed never to work for anyone other than himself. He had tended to his own fields, but lost them when his land was confiscated under the military regime. This theft marked him deeply and he could not bear to work for any Jewish authority when “Al-ard ard abuuna wal-gourb yetroduuna [the land is our father’s and the stronger are kicking us out of her],” so the burden of supporting the family was placed on Abouee and my uncle, who suffered from a weak heart.

         “He dug out and flattened the floor of the tent and filled it with hay. On top of the hay he placed a thick, camel-hair carpet and on top of the carpet he placed a soft mattress filled with wool. As good as an Aminach!” We both chuckled. I didn’t doubt that this handmade bed would be just as good as Israel’s top-grade mattress brand. Even better, I would say, because it was made with a brother’s love and care.

         “On our wedding night, your mother was wearing a black gown decorated with red embroidery. Over her head she wore a black abaaya and her face was covered in gold jewellery that hung from her forehead. It was dark, but a very faint flame flickered in the oil lamp. I remember it moving with the wind. The singing and the zagareet filled the desert around us. I approached her and sat down in front of her. I wanted to see her face, but she looked away and tried to hide her eyes. I placed my hand on her shoulder and she started and turned herself completely away from me. I knew she was afraid and I wanted to ease the situation. To comfort her, I said, ‘Welcome to your new home.’ She didn’t say anything in return.”

         Ummi’s memory of this moment is very different from Abouee’s. While he remembers the details, she only remembers her fear. Her body, mind and soul drowning in it. She trembled at being alone with a man for the first time and she trembled at the thoughts that poured through her: Why would a man like this marry me? He is so handsome and strong. He knows the world outside the tiny village. A man like that would never want me. Why would he want to marry a stupid, skinny, dark-skinned illiterate woman like me?43

         Greater than all of these fears combined was Ummi’s fear of what was expected of her that night. As a Bedouin woman, you are told all your life to protect your honour, that your honour determines your value, and that any dealings with men who are outside your immediate family – from looking at them to speaking to them – will destroy your reputation and ruin your life. How then, on your wedding night, are you supposed to let all of this melt away? How are you supposed to be the perfect bride: firm yet surrendered, bold yet gentle, an immaculate virgin, yet a poised woman yearning to be taken?

         Abouee continued, “I waited and then her voice came, ‘Do you really want me?’ Her voice trembled. I didn’t know what to tell her. I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t really want to lie beside her. I didn’t know her except for her name and her family. I laughed softly and she looked at me. Then I said, ‘It depends. If you behave, I will love you forever.’

         “You know that it wasn’t that my mother chose her for me, which is the case in most marriages. My mother wanted me to marry another woman, a light-skinned one like her. I rejected her choice, but I didn’t directly challenge her authority. My mother was a strong woman, as you know, and I didn’t want to be her enemy. So, when she shared her plan to marry me off, I said nothing. The next day, I asked my father if my uncle Aamir had a girl of marrying age. I admired my uncle. I loved his charisma and I wanted my children to be like him.

         “That evening, my father went to my uncle and asked him for your mother’s hand in marriage. When we came back, my mother came to my father to take his horse back to the stable. My father leaped off the horse, passed her the reins and said, ‘Let us hear your zagareet and a mabrouk to your son who is getting married.’ She followed him, incredulous, and asked, ‘Whose daughter is the worthy girl?’

         “My father replied, ‘His uncle Aamir. His daughter Hajar.’ ‘What!’ She stopped in her tracks. ‘The dark-skinned one? Why not the other one? She is much prettier. Hajar is very skinny. She can’t 44do housework. She can’t serve.’ My father ignored her, pretending he couldn’t hear her. My mother looked back at me and I smiled, gently, with confidence, that smile that I knew she couldn’t resist. Then her frown turned into a smile. She held my gaze and turned her head towards the west, cupped her hand around her mouth, and let out a triumphant zagareet. Women and men nearby rushed to our tent to shower us with their mabrouks.

         “I’ve always respected your mother. She is a good woman who brought comfort and joy to my life. I didn’t want to hurt her, and my dreams extended beyond getting a second wife, and even beyond having boys. I was busy building my reputation and my financial future. I was busy learning new things about other communities, not only about my tribe. I used to sneak off to Yaffa [Jaffa] to watch movies – to discover the world outside Laqiya. Only when I returned to the village did I hear the rumours about my getting remarried. I needed to make sure no one had the chance to discuss it with me. I felt sorry for your mother because she was there. She was in the middle of this fire and she had no dreams beyond raising you and keeping the family together.”

         Although Abouee was not concerned with the petty affairs of the tribe, ever since the day that I was born, Ummi had felt like her survival depended on delivering boys after me. And, to be fair, despite what Abouee thought, maintaining his social position within the tribe was also contingent on his having sons – whether he cared about that or not. As a child, I carried this responsibility close to my heart. I always knew that my name was given to me to express my family’s hope for sons. While most girls in my tribe might have felt diminished knowing that they were a prayer for someone and something else, this fact emboldened me. Something about it inspired me to refuse to take my life for granted. Instead, I sought to prove that I belonged. I sought to prove that I was much more than just a means for bringing a boy into this world.45

         Fridays: Victories and Defeats

         I BOTH HATED Fridays and anticipated their arrival with uncontainable excitement. Since it was the eve of the Jewish sabbath and the Moslem holy day, I didn’t have school. Everything – buses, shops and public institutions, Jewish or not – closed early in preparation for the day. Abouee would return home well before sundown. Usually, his red truck could be seen driving down the dusty road towards our shack by early afternoon.

         Friday evening was also when we had access to the rest of the Arab world. From 5.30 to 7.30 p.m., the main channel on Israeli television would show the Friday movie, an Egyptian blockbuster in Arabic with Hebrew subtitles. The phrase “Urshaleem al-Qouds††” will forever be burned in my memory as a sign for everyone to gather around the tiny black and white television that Abouee had installed in our room.

         Friday was also the day that Ummi would prepare an elaborate meal of chicken or fish, two foods that we only had on that special day. Not one Friday night dinner went by without my being confronted with the inequality I faced as a girl. Each week I found myself in the same bind: I could either keep my mouth shut, accept the sad scrap that I was offered and be allowed to watch the Friday movie with my family. Or, I could take a stand and defend my right to equal treatment. In this scenario, I might come out victorious during the meal, but I would most certainly miss the movie for talking back to Ummi. It was one of the hardest lessons in picking your battles that a six-year-old could learn.

         The day that Abouee bought our first television felt like a historical event. As usual, we all stood outside our shack waiting for him to arrive. Most evenings, we would follow the truck in the distance, cheering, “Abouee jaa! Abouee jaa!” [My father’s back! My father’s back!] until he stepped into the hosh. The day Abouee 46brought home our television, we could make out the glint of a toothy smile through the windshield as his truck pulled into our driveway. Abouee leaped into the hosh and beckoned the eldest boy, Salmaan, towards the truck. He climbed inside and reappeared with the novel contraption. 

         “It’s a TV! It’s a TV!” we cried. Our skipping around the hosh turned into a rampage as we charged towards Abouee to express our love. He waded through our arms and legs, trying to make it to the house, when Jidee’s voice ordered us to desist. “Allah yaateek al-aafya ya waladi [Let your father rest. He must be tired].” His reprimand didn’t dampen our spirits. We left Abouee and gathered around to inspect the TV that Salmaan carried proudly. Together with my eldest sister, Basma, he carried the TV into the house while Jidee supervised.

         We kept the small television in the children’s room. It rested on a crate that had once contained one of the few exports that Israel was known for at the time: Jaffa oranges. A long cord ran from the TV and out of the window, all the way to the battery in Abouee’s truck, which powered it. On Friday evenings, we gathered around the TV in a semicircle, the shorter children in the front and the taller ones seated behind. There were nine of us by then and the minute we saw the lady with blonde hair appear inside this mysterious, magical machine, all hell would break loose. We would jump up from the mattress we were sitting on, wave our little fists in the air, and mosh each other around the room. Once the initial excitement had subsided, we changed games, now pretending to be our favourite stars. Great lovers, like Hussein Fahmy and Naglaa Fathi, or the action heroes who played opposite Adel Adham, who was often the villain. Our frenzy ended in us wrestling each other to the ground until my parents couldn’t take it anymore. “Quiet! Be quiet!” It was one of the rare times Abouee shouted. Ummi punctuated her shouts by hurling her slippers at us, then ordering us to return them to her, and throwing them again. On the evenings our excitement drove us too wild, Abouee would rise from his spot at the left side of the mattress, silently make his way over to the TV and turn it off. We 47would immediately stop yelling, scramble back to our spots on the floor, and pray that we hadn’t lost the privilege of watching the film together.

         We ate our special Friday meal before the movie. We didn’t have a fridge so Ummi cooked daily and on weekdays we always ate the same things: lentil soup, potatoes, rice, tomatoes and cheese, with a daily meal of fatt. Just as the Italians have their staple of pasta with its infinite varieties of sauce, we have fatt. It is a saj pita broken into small pieces and soaked in different types of soup. Sometimes tomato and onion, other times lentil. During the winter, we ate hobeza – a leafy green similar to spinach – with onion and lemon, a soup that is also known as “poor people’s meat”, one of my favourites. We ate one large meal in the early evening and either you made it in time and you ate or you were late and ate only saj pita without anything to dip it in – if you were a girl, that is. With the boys, Ummi was more lenient. We sat together around one dish. Sometimes we sat so tightly packed together that only one hand feasted. You were squashed between your siblings, facing away from the food, while your scooped hand reached in and desperately carried the hot mush to your mouth as fast as possible before someone else’s hand intercepted your path. Mealtime was also silent. If you mouthed off, everyone was expected to ignore you and not leave you anything to eat. The fact that I fought during mealtimes suggests that my will to be treated equally was greater than my will to live. In retrospect, perhaps one reason that Ummi found my outbursts so threatening was because I was willing to fight this fundamental structure of the tribe in order to defend my individual rights.

         On Fridays, at the beginning of the day, Ummi undertook a serious investigation to find out what the rest of the family would be cooking. She would sidle up to my aunts and casually enquire about their culinary plans for the evening. This was essential because if you prepared a different dish from the rest of the tribe, you risked being obliged to share a portion of the food with whoever might show up at your door that evening. If Ummi cooked the same meal as everyone 48else, we could usually expect the evening to pass without any hungry visitors calling from the hosh.

         Those evenings, when you walked the dirt paths between the shacks, you could see everyone engaged in the same end-of-week rituals. The afternoon was the time to slaughter the animals for the evening meal. The chickens squawked their desperate yelps, their nervous feet hopping in a dead man’s dance until they collapsed. The sand would be spattered with chicken blood or, if we were having fish, littered with dirt-encrusted skins, and the air would have the unmistakable scent of exposed flesh. If the weather was wet, the chickens would be covered in a thick sludge. In the summer, they were covered in fine desert dust. It was my sisters’ job to clean the chickens and prepare them for Ummi to cook. For the eleven of us, there would be two chickens with saj pita and broth, plus rice. My sisters would wait until the chickens stopped running and then would ask us younger siblings to retrieve the bird. They dropped the chickens into a pot of boiling water, plucked their feathers, then cleaned them with flour, lemon and salt. Ummi always inspected the chickens before cooking them. She dipped her nose towards the raw, pink flesh and sniffed. If there was a smell she didn’t like, she would order my sisters to clean them again with more salt and lemon.

         Fridays brought out a complex mix of emotions in me: anger, love, hate, hope and anticipation. Every time we sat down for the meal, I promised myself that I would keep quiet. I promised myself that I would ignore the gnawing pain in my gut that told me that this wasn’t fair. I promised myself that I would act appropriately, that I would not challenge Ummi. This was a hard commitment for a six-year-old to make, but I knew that if I lost my composure, then I would also lose the food and film, which meant missing out on my favourite part of the day: arguing over the best character with my brothers and sisters during the movie.

         Abouee didn’t always watch the film with us. Sometimes, he would go to the diwaan after dinner, especially if there was some 49important matter to discuss or if the head of the tribe was entertaining a guest. My father would have preferred to stay home, but Friday evenings and Saturdays around noon were reserved for discussing tribal affairs. Unlike other fathers who spent all their free time at the diwaan, gossiping and drinking coffee, Abouee gave us the limited free time that he had. I think that’s how he maintained his identity and independence. He kept himself and the tribe’s criticism of him at arm’s length. “I wanted to be my own master,” he told me years later. He wanted to think and act in the ways that he thought were right, rather than feel compelled to act according to the tribe’s rules. Traditionally we had a short-term outlook, living according to the cycles of nature and moving with the sun. Now that we had been forced into a more sedentary way of life, it was hard for people to adapt, but Abouee did. He was an adept planner and savvy businessman who thought deeply about how to secure a stable financial future. Abouee used to wear shorts and have casual conversations with the Jewish women he met at work. He needed to minimize his engagement with the austere tribal morality that would have quashed his ability to be himself. While he usually stayed home on week nights to spend time with his parents, children and siblings, on some Fridays, he would, without too much resentment, join the tribal discourse, as a way of showing respect and preserving his status within the community.

         One particular Friday, I promised myself, as I had done every week before then, that I would obey all the rules for the meal. Before we sat down to eat, I told myself, not exactly in these words, that if I were to adjust my expectations, everything would be all right. We were sitting together in the hosh and the usual excitement that I loved about Fridays was there: Abouee’s comforting presence, the sense of relief from the week’s end, the anticipation of the after-dinner entertainment. I was wrapped up in all of it until Ummi handed me a chicken wing. Nine pairs of eyes glanced from my hand to my face and back again. I could feel them waiting to see what I was going to do, but this time I stayed calm. Ignoring them as best I could, I fixed 50my gaze on the wing in my hand and brought it closer to my mouth. Allah himself must have been testing me because my brother interrupted my new-found serenity and waved a fat chicken leg right in front of my face. “You got the wing!” he taunted. “Girl! Girl! Girl!” He kept waving that sumptuous morsel in front of my nose and I could feel the blood surging to my head.

         Khalas with my peaceful plan, my good intentions, my realistic expectations. My brother had gone too far and now he was going to pay. Abouee’s forceful cries of “Khalas [That’s enough of that] Stop! Eat!” and “Ignore him!” did nothing to dissuade me from attacking my tormentor. I rushed towards my brother like a raging bull, shattering the teapot and cups as I ploughed through them to lunge at him. In one swift leap, I yanked the meat from his hand and pitched it over the hosh wall.

         “Bring her to me now.” Abouee’s voice cut short my victory. “Come here. I’ll kill you.”

         “This girl needs to be corrected,” Ummi weighed in. “She is not well raised. Beat her! I’m tired of her.”

         My sisters pinned me down and, even if I had been able to escape, I didn’t want to. Running away would have been an explicit act of rebellion against Abouee. I was willing to ignore my mother’s orders, but I didn’t want to defy my father. He was my champion. My guiding star in this bewildering desert. I waited, propped up by my siblings, my heart pounding in my chest. I averted my gaze to avoid seeing Abouee’s angry eyes. I knew what they looked like when he was angry: two red coals burning in his head. Tears pooled in my eyes and dripped onto the dirt floor. Waiting for Abouee to strike me was more agonizing than the blow I was expecting to receive. He raised his hand in the air and Ummi egged him on.

         I waited for the slap, but he was buying time, hoping that someone would save him from the task. Before his hand landed on my cheek, Basma, who knew Abouee didn’t want to hit me, intervened: “Please, Abouee, don’t hit her. Leave it to me.” Ummi had reached the limit of her patience. She stepped in and slapped me 51hard across my shoulder blades and again on the back of my head. Basma tried to stand between the two of us when Jidee’s usual Friday greeting of “Where are you, Arabs?” interrupted the chaos. This greeting is a vestige from our life in tents. Without a door to knock on, calling out from afar is a polite way to signal your arrival so that the host has time to prepare to receive you. His words couldn’t have come at a better time.

         Abouee answered quickly: “Here. Here. Ya, Haj, come in.”

         As soon as Jidee entered the hosh, he sensed he had entered a wrestling ring.

         “What’s going on here?”

         “Your granddaughter is causing trouble,” Abouee replied. “She is not well behaved. I warned her that I would tell her Jidee.”

         Jidee looked at my defiant face streaked with tears. Without breaking eye contact with me, he passed his firm but fair judgement: “She has too much free time.” He continued: “This is not good. From now on she must herd the sheep. This will keep her busy and give you some rest from her mischief.”

         The Lunch Box

         UMMI USED TO wake me before sunrise and I would follow her to the barn, my bare feet quietly slapping the cool, misted dirt. Before sending the sheep out to graze, Ummi milked their swollen udders, collecting milk for us and leaving enough milk for the lambs. I helped by holding the sheep steady. With my little arms wrapped around their necks, I tackled them to the ground. Ummi stood behind me, pinned down one of their legs and massaged the udder to draw out the fresh, warm milk. We worked in near-silence, except for Ummi telling me to release this lamb and bring her another, while the baby lambs’ bleats filled the shed with an impatient morning prayer. After we finished the milking, I would walk over to the lambs’ enclosure – we kept them separate from their mothers so that they 52wouldn’t drink all their mothers’ milk – and release them, quickly moving out of their way as they clambered towards their breakfast.

         Ummi would then return home to prepare our breakfast, while I tried to separate the mothers from their lambs – another difficult task. I needed to get the lambs out of the barn to the grazing area on the hill next to our shack. By now, the sun would have risen, daylight would be descending upon the tribe and you would see smoke emanating from the shacks and tents nestled into the mountainside. You would hear the familiar music of another morning in Laqiya: the crying of babies eager for their morning meal, mothers yelling at their children to get ready for school, and the desperate yelps of siblings taking turns washing their hair under the cold stream of the ibreek (the pitcher we used to shower with).

         Every morning, Jidee led his impressive black horse to graze in the valley where my lambs were. And every morning, when he arrived at the place where I was, he would tell me to graze further up the hill and leave the long grass for his horse, a pure-bred Arabian beauty whose silky black coat shimmered in the morning sun. I hated that his horse received preferential treatment. I wanted that tasty-looking grass for my lambs. I would obey him, but, when he left, I would bring my lambs back down to enjoy the grass that I knew they found most delicious. I remember feeling so satisfied watching them mow the field with their stubby front teeth. I imagined how pleasing it must be to be a lamb enjoying a meal of fresh, long grass. In fact, it was many years, more than ten, before I could look at a field of long grass without thinking how happy my lambs would be if they were there.

         When I saw the first group of children pass me on their way to school, it meant that it was time for me to head back. After corralling the lambs back into the barn, I would skip over to the kitchen and hope that one of my siblings had left me something to eat. I usually arrived to find an empty platter with a smear of eggs, tomatoes and cheese and console myself with bread dipped in sweet, milky tea.

         In my memory, Ummi was able to prepare and serve us breakfast in under half an hour because she had twelve arms. Her wrists and 53fingers dashed from one place to the other, serving tea, tearing bread and clearing empty dishes from where we ate on the floor. She saw nine hungry mouths and we saw her relentless hands, moving from one place to the next. While she worked, against the backdrop of dishes clanging and mouths chewing was my brothers’ whining: “My tea is too cold”, “Well, my tea is too hot”, or “There’s hay in my tea!” Ummi responded to these requests with as much immediacy as she could muster. In answer to the first complaint, Ummi would add more tea to my brother’s glass. To the second, she would add more milk. If she didn’t do it just right, my brothers were known to scream and threaten not to finish their food. The girls never acted this way. We were expected to serve ourselves and each other modestly, grateful for what we received, and if we weren’t, we usually accepted our share in silence. Although I wished to be treated like a boy, my brothers’ constant griping sickened me. As boys, they had been socialized to believe that their sex granted them the right to treat our mother as their personal slave. They often acted spoiled and entitled. I didn’t want that. I just wanted things to be fair.

         Each of us had only one set of school clothes: one pair of trousers, one shirt and one pair of shoes. If any of those items were dirty, we didn’t attend school that day. When we returned home from school, Ummi made us take off our school clothes and put them in the closet. For whatever reason, I never had a spot in the closet, but I had my own wooden chest I had claimed with a fat red marker where I placed my carefully folded clothes instead.

         It wasn’t until my teens that I actually embraced having thick, unruly curls which sprung out in every direction. When I was a kid, Basma’s daily domination of my mane by means of assertive braiding led me to hate my wild locks. In order to make sense of them, she braided them in one or two tresses that were so tightly woven they gave me headaches. After this torture was over, Basma manoeuvred me into my school jeans, blue shirt and sandals, while she braided her long blonde hair and got dressed in her school clothes. Once we were both dressed, I would grab the plastic bag 54containing my lunch and off we’d go: she striding several paces in front of me, purposeful and impatient, me running behind, trying to keep up.

         Basma tied my hair so tight that I couldn’t lower my head to draw or write. Once, the pain was so unbearable that I left my classroom in search of her to loosen my braids. Our school was divided between elementary and middle school and we weren’t allowed to cross between the two sections without permission. To enforce this rule, teachers roamed the yard, sticks by their hips, ready to reprimand any student who crossed their path. When I couldn’t find Basma, I sat down in the middle of the schoolyard and began to cry. Suddenly, a male teacher with thick, blond curls walked towards me. I panicked and thought of running away, but he seemed kind, so I stayed put. He squatted down in front of me and asked why a little girl with such beautiful hair was crying.

         “I don’t want to tie my hair,” I wept. “It hurts. I can’t write. I can’t draw.” I tilted my head forwards to show him the spot on the back of my head where the braid was tugging painfully at my neck and scalp.

         He leaned forwards and asked, “How would you like me to tie your hair?”

         His head was very close to mine so I could observe his unrestrained curls.

         “Why can’t I have hair like yours? Abouee said that I can be just like the boys.”

         He laughed, lifted me in the air and spun me around, the momentum easing the sharp tension I’d been feeling in my head all day.

         “Amal, what are you doing here?” Basma’s voice broke into the moment. “Go back to your class.”

         The teacher looked at Basma. “Is she your sister?”

         Basma grabbed my hand.

         “Can you tell Basma not to tie back my hair anymore?” I asked him.

         His eyes lit up and he put on an authoritative voice. “You are not 55allowed to tie back her hair anymore. See?” and he pointed to the places I had shown him.

         Basma smiled, and while she walked me back to my class, she carefully untied my hair, tussled it gently, and allowed it to flow free.

         My first day at kindergarten, a girl entered the classroom carrying a dazzling, colourful lunch box. A blue, red and pink rectangular case with shiny silver zips. I looked at the plastic bag I carried my lunch in and I felt sorry for myself. I convinced my cousin, a boy who was in the same class as me, to steal her box and throw it in the well. We couldn’t just steal it because we knew that if we brought it home our mothers would notice and punish us for taking it. I had already found a way to justify the crime: if I didn’t have a fancy lunch box, no one should. The plan went smoothly. I remember cornering the girl during the break, snatching the box from her hands and running away while she cowered and cried. At the sight of her tears, I felt sorry and ashamed so I tossed it to my cousin, but he didn’t want to carry the shame either. It was too late to turn back. Our guilt followed us all the way to the well in the centre of the village. We watched the box disappear into the dark and heard the single muffled splash. As we walked to our respective shacks, I made my cousin swear that he wouldn’t tell a soul – meaning our parents and our grandfather.

         “We are in this together,” I said.

         “I won’t tell, but those other children saw us and they will tell the teachers and they will beat us tomorrow.”

         The next day, our kindergarten teacher, a heavy-set blonde woman who always reminded me of a tyrannosaurus rex, called us both to the front of the class and without a single word, without even asking us what we had done or why we had done it, she pushed us between the open door and the inside of the classroom wall and slammed the door into us. The door handle hit my chest again and again and again. I didn’t have room to turn around and put my back to the door so I placed my hands over my heart. We screamed and cried and when she finally let us out she demanded that we never 56steal again. I could hardly get out the words to agree because my front teeth were bleeding so badly. We returned to our desks and she forbade us to cry, sternly saying that she didn’t want to hear our bad thief voices. I looked over at the girl whose box we had stolen and she looked back at me. Her eyes looked sad, but I didn’t know if she felt sorry for me or for her lunch box.

         In the evening, we faced another trial, this time from our uncle who had heard about the incident from his fiancé, the teacher’s assistant. He lined us up against the wall and started a fierce interrogation: “Why did you steal her lunch box? Where is it?”

         We exhaled sharply.

         “Answer me! Why did you do it?”

         My cousin looked at me, which told my uncle that the whole thing was my idea. He looked me dead in the eye. “Why did you steal it and where did you put it?”

         My voice quivered. “Why should she have a pretty lunch box and I get a plastic bag? That isn’t fair.”

         He brought his face inches from mine. “What’s unfair? Did she take yours?”

         I said nothing.

         “Answer me. Is it yours?”

         I shook my head.

         “Then it’s not a question of fairness. You did something wrong. You took something that didn’t belong to you and for that you should be punished.” Then, he turned to my cousin. “And what about you? Don’t tell me it’s not fair.”

         My cousin explained that it wasn’t his idea and that he did it because I had asked him to. That made my uncle even angrier. “Are you a man?” he roared. “Answer me! Are you a man?”

         My cousin nodded.

         “If you are a man, why would you follow a woman? Are you out of your mind? I wanted to spare you, but now I’m really ashamed of you. Show me your palms.”

         My cousin slowly opened his hands. My uncle looked at them 57and hit him twice on each hand with a wooden stick. He did the same to me.

         Then he walked away, mumbling to himself with incredulity, “She told me to do so … Wallah, this is nice. This is exactly what we need here … What kind of a man is this?”

         From that day on, I figured that being a shepherd was safer than going to school. In the field, I was free to do as I pleased and no one would punish me. My parents allowed me to skip kindergarten and tend to the flock instead.

         The Lost Lamb

         ROAMING THE MOUNTAINS with my flock unleashed my imagination. It was as if the vastness of the desert created an equally vast landscape within me, an expanse where my dreams could finally be free. Unlike at home where I was subject to Ummi’s strict codes, with the sand, sky, trees and dirt as my companions a new code emerged, one that was determined by my ability.

         I yearned so fiercely for the freedom that boys enjoyed that there were nights when I’d pray that I would wake up and find myself transformed into one. In many ways, I already felt like one. Abouee used to bring me round to the diwaan, where I would sit with the men, which is very unusual and shows my father’s openness. This introduced me to the world of men. Most of my time was spent playing with my brothers and cousins in the fields, and I could never, for the life of me, be a good girl and sit still like Ummi wanted me to. Being a shepherd allowed me to escape the attempts to tame me and freed me from the social position that had been defined for me. Every time they tried to push me back into that role, their suppression fed my desire to resist. I became a force of fifty hands and legs, pushing and kicking with all my might to stay out of their container. And although each time I defended this freedom, I was slammed to the ground, the feeling of determination was so strong that it lifted me back onto my feet.58

         Having time to myself, time that I could delineate and order instead of following Ummi’s rhythm, paved the road for my budding sense of self and independence. Away from the tribe’s concerns, I consorted with nature and all her relatives: the proud mountains and receptive valleys, the bold rocks and timid stones, the relentless midday sun and the cool full moon, and the reverent night sky that shimmered with a million dazzling stars. This family coexisted in complete harmony. Here no sibling was better than the rest. That world became mine. It was there, amid my sheep and the tall grass, that I found acceptance without conditions or prejudice.

         Every morning I would wait for the sun to rise so I could take my sheep and cow to the mountains to graze. Caring for the sheep and our single cow became my main responsibility and I wanted to do it as best I could. I trained the sheep to walk at my pace and to recognize my whistle so that I didn’t need to run around to herd them. At a whistle from me and a wave to where I wanted them to go, they would lift their heads from the pasture, turn around and start grazing in that direction. One job of the shepherd is to keep the disobedient ones from disrupting the rest. My flock had one bad sheep, so I gave her the responsibility of leading the rest. I tied a bell around her neck and when it was time to head home, I would lead her first, and the sound of the bell would signal to the rest of the flock to follow.

         One day, one sheep was lagging behind the rest. Every time I tried to make her join the others, she would scurry back to where we had been grazing before. After a while, I realized she was looking for something: her newborn, the youngest of the flock, was missing.

         I led my flock to search the valley and asked a couple of women who lived in that area if they had seen the baby lamb. They hadn’t, so I continued back up the hill, keeping my eye on the sun that was sinking towards the west. Panic set in. I wouldn’t be able to search much longer. Night fell on Laqiya’s mountains, but I continued to search for the lamb, leading my sheep from one place to the next, retracing the day’s graze. I spotted the shepherd star – the sign that 59it was time to return home. I needed to think fast and decide what to do. Ummi was waiting to milk the sheep and the lambs were waiting to return home so that they could feed. I came up with a plan: the sheep would head home on their own and I would stay behind with the mother to look for her baby. I gave the lead sheep the sign to return home, and when she lifted her head from the grass and started walking towards our shack, the other sheep followed suit.

         Without the rest of the flock, the mother sheep and I were able to move much more quickly. I returned to all the places I remembered and stopped to search behind large rocks and any bushes in our path, keeping the worried mother by my side. I didn’t want to disappoint her, but I too was worried and scared. Worried about what my punishment might be if the lamb was lost and scared of walking alone in the dark. The land that was so inviting by day terrified me by night. Illuminated though it was by the stars and the moon, the sand looked like it might swallow me whole and there was no telling what creatures lurked across the plain. Running from one place to the next, I met Abouee’s aunt, a woman in her sixties, which we consider to be very old.

         “What’s happened,” she asked. “Why are you all alone?”

         Between large sobs I told her that I had lost my lamb and asked her if she had seen it.

         She looked at me with her sun-worn face full of comfort, reached for the pitcher on the floor by her shack and offered me a drink of water.

         “Listen, ya bintee. It’s true that you are the shepherd and that you are the one who leads the flock. But, but …” – she paused – “the true leader knows when to rely on his people to lead and be willing to trust them. Let your sheep lead you. Don’t push against her. She knows where her newborn is.”

         She squeezed my shoulder and motioned with her head that it was time to go.

         I released my sheep and off she went, sprinting into the dark. I scurried after her. She ran in a large circle, scanning the area, stopped for a moment and then started running towards the valley to the east 60of where we were, bleating loudly, calling to her baby. We reached a large bush and I heard a faint cry. I ran towards the sound and found the lamb, his leg tangled in a thorny root. I freed him and he leaped towards his mother, nuzzling her with his small pink nose until he found her teat and started to suck. He was very hungry. I waited till he finished, then picked him up in my arms and the three of us walked back home.

         The shack was enveloped in darkness and the noise of the evening tasks – milking the sheep and the cow, feeding the animals, preparing dinner for the family – had all subsided. I first went to the barn to check that my entire flock had made it home. I counted them: fifty-seven. I took a deep breath, then entered the kitchen, still carrying the lamb in my arms. My family was sitting around the fireplace eating dinner, their faces lit by the fire’s red glow.

         As soon as Abouee saw me, he clapped his hands and commanded everyone to clap for me.

         “I told you!” he declared proudly. “I said you didn’t have to worry, that she would bring the lamb and his mother back.” He looked at me, his face gleaming.

         “Come, come, bint abouha [daughter of her father]! Sit next to me.” He dusted off the spot on the mattress beside him and ordered Ummi and my sisters to serve me dinner. At that moment, I was treated like a boy and I felt like I had been promoted from daughter to son. My true measure of success was the fact that Abouee, a man who had all the qualities I valued, made it clear to my brothers that tonight I was the hero, I was the esteemed guest. This was a turning point. My sense of success came not from feeling like a boy, however, but from feeling that I had beaten the boys at their own game. I received special treatment because I was worthy of it, because I had challenged myself, worked hard and come out on top.61

         Two Lines

         WHEN I WAS a shepherd, I refused everything Ummi asked of me. When we fought, I would say, “God! Come take that woman, the one in the black dress with red embroidery.”

         “Are you talking about me?” she would shout from the hosh.

         “No. I didn’t say your name!” I’d yell back.

         Every evening when I returned from the field or the mountain, Ummi reminded me to lower my voice. She forbade me from laughing too loud, talking too much, or playing with the boys. Our fights always followed the same script: she commanded me to be small, I resisted, and she beat me.

         It was Jidatee who saved me from Ummi’s hand. She taught me how to be calm, how to let my mother’s words fly off my back instead of stabbing me in my chest. She’d say that I was strong and Ummi was weak and that is why she would never understand me. “You are like me. Strong and determined. You are not afraid to fight.” Jidatee was always undermining Ummi. If Ummi was trying to punish me, then Jidatee would protect and praise me. I don’t know if their animosity towards each other was because of their mother-in-law, daughter-in-law relationship or if they really had conflicting views on how girls should behave. It often seemed that my behaviour gave them an outlet to express their resentment of each other.

         When my youngest aunt got married, she was the first bride in our village to wear one of those extravagant white chiffon wedding dresses that we associated with brides from the West. We had only ever seen such things in newspapers or in the Egyptian films on Friday nights. My aunt had recently turned seventeen. She was sweet and timid and stunning. Her straight brown hair rested just below her shoulders and she had honey-brown eyes enclosed in long, thick lashes.

         When my sisters and female cousins saw her dress, we gasped with wonder: the bodice embroidered with rhinestones, the crinoline skirt large enough to shelter four or five of us beneath it, and the 62puffy, white sleeves, layered in chiffon, were like figments from a dream. Even the smell was new and intoxicating. We jumped at the chance to carry the dress in our arms, to caress the nylon lace between our fingers, and slyly press our noses into whichever part we could to catch a hint of this faraway scent. When she donned the magic garment on her wedding day, all the children ran over to touch her, but the elders swatted us away, ensuring that this fairy had room to breathe.

         The wedding party took place in Jidatee’s room, where women of all ages gathered to fawn over the new bride. They eyed my aunt with delight and envy, imagining themselves in that dress, either harkening back to their own wedding day or dreaming of the day they prayed for. That small wooden room absorbed the sounds of the zagareet, the babies crying, the old women admonishing us little ones for playing hide-and-seek behind the guests, and the rest of the women standing in two lines facing each other, singing and clapping in celebration.

         Although the room was full, the sound was muted, resting like the fog that sits on the sand during the winter months. In this fairy tale, the white dress’s real magic was to hide my aunt’s sorrow. She was being forced to marry her cousin, according to a tradition that has been codified in our saying: “Al-bint lolaad amha [the girl is for her cousin].” Back then, as even still today, there wasn’t much of a choice. Her marriage had been arranged even before she knew the secret pains of womanhood. She loved someone else, but had to keep her desires hidden away, not only to protect her own reputation, but to avoid bringing serious harm to everyone involved.

         They thought that the white dress would lighten her dark soul. After five days of living in her shack with her new husband, she appeared at our shack one morning, very early on a Saturday. Abouee sat in the tent next to the kitchen eating his breakfast with Jidatee. When my aunt arrived, my eyes traced the tears streaming down her pale cheeks. Jidatee jumped as if she had been bitten by a ferocious 63desert snake and rushed over, not only out of concern for her, but to ensure that their conversation did not take place in front of Abouee. My aunt told her that the green patrol‡‡ had stamped her shack, meaning that it was going to be demolished later in the week. Jidatee let out a sigh of relief. Ummi called out, “Khayr khayr ya saatir? [God protect us, what’s happened?]”

         “Nothing,” Jidatee called back. “The government is destroying her shack.”

         All urgency vanished. “Al-hamdullilah,” Ummi said as she reached Jidatee. “I thought she had left her husband.”

         “Me too,” Jidatee replied.

         Witnessing this exchange raised two questions for me: Why would Jidatee be relieved that my aunt hadn’t left the husband she hated and why would the government destroy my beautiful aunt’s shack? These are the questions I have been trying to answer since that day.

         Wrestling with the dual identity of being a woman in a patriarchal society and an indigenous minority in a nationalist state, why do my rights as a woman seem to be at odds with my rights as a Palestinian Bedouin? How is it that my own community oppresses my aunts and sisters, forbidding them to marry whom they please, policing who they talk to and the kind of work they do, but, when it comes to fighting against the state, we are encouraged to see every Israeli as a common enemy? It was from my conversations with Jidatee that I gathered the seeds of knowledge to begin asking these questions. Jidatee was patient and encouraged me to question. She also brought to the process an unrelenting faith, teaching me to keep a cool head and channel my anger into intelligent action. Jidatee belonged to the generation when the Bedouin were treated with more respect. During her time, the Bedouin sat around the table with the Ottomans and the British, and were highly educated and politically aware. From hearing her story, I understood why my mother wasn’t like her. 64Ummi’s generation suffered from the Nakba, and the Six-Day War and its consequences, when fear and control ruled their lives. Forcing us into an urban lifestyle stripped women of their importance in the tribe. My mother’s entire reality centred on domestic affairs, whereas my grandmother was a player in public life. 

         Jidatee had her own room in my youngest uncle’s shack and we took turns sleeping with her in her bed so that she wouldn’t sleep alone. This room was an enchanted alcove that smelled of cloves and olive oil soap. It was warm and safe and I felt liberated every time I walked through that door and crossed the threshold into her world. We all loved sleeping there and sometimes we could convince Jidatee to let all the girls – my sisters and cousins – sleep there together. She would agree to our request, but only on the condition that we kept very quiet since the diwaan was only a shack away and my uncle, who slept in the adjacent room, wouldn’t hesitate to send us back to our parents’ shacks if our chatting reached his slumbering ears.

         One day, Basma and I went to sleep with Jidatee. I was so happy to be there with my favourite older sister. She was my hero and I loved copying her actions and pretending to be her because she was strong, smart, beautiful and very popular in the village. When my siblings and I slept together on our single mattress, I always crawled next to Basma to snuggle beside her under the same quilt. Basma was, and still is, a voracious reader. She would wait patiently until everyone fell asleep, place the oil lamp next to her pillow, roll onto her stomach and pull out the book she had been waiting to devour all day. Her satisfaction while she read was contagious. She smiled, she sighed, and from time to time she would retrieve a notebook and pencil she kept tucked away beneath her pillow and write something down in a slow, careful hand. Sometimes I would catch her crying while she read. Whatever was in that universe of hers I could hardly wait to discover. By the time I was five years old, Basma had already started to teach me how to read and write. By the third grade, I had my own books and notebooks that I too kept tucked away beneath my pillow. Finally, I discovered what was worth waiting a whole day 65to enjoy. I discovered a universe because of her, a universe that shaped me. I adored books and could be seen walking around the village with one in my hand. The best place to read was sitting on a slab of cool stone while I waited for my flock in the mountains, or, if it was summer, in the shade of an olive tree.

         Basma was reading Jafat a Domoua Aldomua (Dried Tears) by the famous Egyptian novelist Yousef Alsebaai. We placed an extra mattress next to Jidatee’s bed and once Jidatee had fallen asleep, Basma asked me to bring the oil lamp closer to our side of the room. She pulled out her novel and gave me a piece of paper to occupy myself. Then, Jidatee rolled over. The half-moons of her eyes landed on the book in Basma’s hands. She reached her arm out and Basma’s wrists shook as she handed her the book. Jidatee flipped the book over to inspect the cover: it was an illustration in pastel colours of a man and a woman locked in an embrace, their cheeks resting tenderly against each other. Basma and I looked at one another. I could tell she was afraid of what might happen next.

         “This is what you are wasting your time on?” Jidatee said accusingly. “I thought you were reading something useful. Where did you get this?” Her voice grew louder with each question. “Who gave it to you?”

         “It’s my uncle’s book, Jidatee,” Basma answered quickly. “I took it from his library.”

         Like most men in my tribe, my uncle had attended high school in the north where the education system was better. If you wanted to have a future, you went to the north, either to Haifa or to the Israeli-Arab villages in the Triangle area§§, adjacent to the Green Line.¶¶ When my uncle finished high school, he brought home many books that either became part of his private library or that he donated to the library in our village.

         “Did you ask him before you took it? Did he see you?”

         “Yes.”

         66“Did he see this?” she asked, pointing to the man and woman on the cover, as if this image was enough to assure her of the depravity of the book.

         “Yes, Jidatee. He’s read it.”

         “You can’t read this. It will ruin your brain, you hear me?”

         Basma looked at me and raised her eyebrow to let me know not to believe what Jidatee was saying.

         “Yes, but my uncle read it.”

         “Your uncle can read whatever he pleases. He’s a man.”

         “Please, Jidatee. Give it back. I just want to finish this one. I promise I won’t read these kinds of books anymore.”

         Jidatee ignored her and rolled over towards the wall. Basma and I kept looking at each other, then Basma pulled the quilt over her body. I didn’t understand why she gave up so quickly. “Now what?” I whispered. She held up her five fingers, telling me to wait.

         “Should I move the lamp away?” I asked. She vetoed my request by drawing a sharp line with her hand. Jidatee noticed that the lamp was still on and she rolled towards us, this time asking me to hand over my paper and pencil. She turned the paper to the clean side and drew a long straight line.

         “Do you see this?”

         Basma nodded.

         “This is the border of our tradition.”

         She then drew a second line, parallel to the first one and very close to it. “Do you see this one?”

         “Yes, Jidatee.”

         “This is God’s border. Make sure you never cross either of these lines. You must walk in between them. Cross and you are finished.”

         Basma took the paper and stared at it. Jidatee turned over onto her back without waiting for Basma to respond.

         “But, Jidatee, it is very narrow. How am I supposed to walk in between these lines without crossing them?”

         Jidatee said nothing. She was already sleeping or pretending to. 67Basma gave the paper and pencil back to me. I looked closely at the two lines and thought to myself, “It is really very hard to walk there.” I drew two new lines, this time much wider apart, and handed the paper back to Basma.

         “There. I made you new lines. Now you can walk between them easily.”

         Basma looked over at the lines that I had drawn. She leaned over and hugged me tightly.

         “I wish it was that easy,” she whispered, “but we can’t draw our own lines.”

         “Why not?” I asked. “Who draws them?”

         She squeezed me tighter. “Go to sleep, sister. They will make sure to answer you when your time comes.”

         Taking Revenge While Keeping Your Hands Clean

         ABOUEE USED TO bring me to the diwaan and let me sit on his lap. At first the other men didn’t like it, but they came to accept it. Maybe because they felt sorry for him for having mostly girls or maybe because they didn’t want to face his temper. Whatever the reason, no one ever confronted him about it.

         The diwaan always fascinated me. I wanted to know why women weren’t allowed to be there. What were the men hiding from us? I was particularly curious because every time Abouee returned home from the diwaan, Ummi begged him to share the day’s news with her. These conversations were always the same. She would ask him what he had heard and he would say, “Oh, nothing really,” while Ummi helped him to remove his jacket. She would say, “Taieb, OK,” not really believing him. Abouee never felt right about sharing other people’s stories, but Ummi’s curiosity was insatiable. She would gently ask again, this time applying a little more leverage. “Oh, but I saw flaan’s [so and so’s] car parked out in front of the diwaan,” and then with feigned concern, “I hope everything is alright with him.” 68My father saw past all her pretence. He had no patience with idle gossip so he would say something harsh to end the conversation and Ummi would drop it.

         The day after one of these conversations, when my aunts and my mother’s friends gathered at the taboon, each one of them had a piece of the puzzle and if they were missing something, they made it up. They feared having Jidatee around because she, like my father, had no time for gossipy tales. If she heard them weaving stories, she would shake her head and say: “Khafan Allah ya banat! [“Fear God! Shame on you, girls!] Finish baking and go home.” They would fall silent, but shoot each other sideways glances in solidarity, irritated that Jidatee had ruined the best part of the communal baking.

         My mother also hated having me around because when I heard Ummi and her sisters gossiping, I threatened to report her to Jidatee. One time, I heard them gossiping about the woman who had just left the taboon. “I’m going to tell Jidatee!” I threatened them. Ummi whipped her plastic slipper in my direction. “How dare you sit among the adults. This is not your place.” I dodged the slipper and ran to find my grandmother who returned to have the final word: “Ga’daat a-kharab albuit [You are ruining households]. I will tell Abd al-Kareem.” Abd al-Kareem is my father’s name and Jidatee used it to scare my mother. Ummi’s eyes narrowed and she gestured towards me, placing her index finger over her thumb and waving it menacingly, telling me that she would kill me later. Allowing me to be a shepherd meant that there was no one around to stop her from inventing a story from scratch and ruining the entire village by late afternoon.

         My flock grazed in different areas depending on the seasons. In the winter and spring, we grazed in the mountains, in the fall and summer, in the fields. During the summer months, the fields were sown with seasonal crops, mainly wheat and barley, and, every second year, Jidee would add lentils and chickpeas. There were places in the fields that lay fallow every second year, but the wheat and barley were a full-time affair because they were essential to our survival.

         One of the skills you acquire herding sheep is to make sure that 69your flock does not enter other people’s fields. Allowing your sheep to graze in someone else’s pasture can be considered theft and you risk being chased by dogs or beaten by the field’s owner. It was summertime, I was ten years old, and I was leading my sheep and cow very carefully on a narrow footpath between two fields. The sun’s piercing rays beat against my neck and the sweat rolled down my back. I walked slowly, my gaze fixed on the path in front of me, my thoughts set on finding shelter. The insects didn’t seem as bothered by the baking heat, and a desert fly landed on my cow and bit her on the neck. Her whole body jerked and she leaped in the air. I tried to hold her steady, but she escaped my grip and ploughed through the field to the left of the path. I chased her, but before I could catch her, a white car drove towards me at full speed. I ran in the other direction and the car raced towards me. I knew that cars couldn’t accelerate in the dirt, so, terrified, I made circles in the dust, my circles growing smaller and smaller as the car drew closer and closer. Finally, I was close enough to the car that I grabbed his wing mirror and begged him to stop, promising over the sound of the engine that this would be the last time that I trespassed on his field. The man in the car pushed me off his mirror, got out of the car and slapped me across the face. He dragged me by my curly hair and threw me to the ground, warning me never to use this path again. He got back in his car and drove away. I lay there in the dust until I saw his car returning to the village.

         When I told Ummi, she cursed the day he was born and swore that she would show him the noon stars. She fed me and let me lie down, a luxury we are only afforded when we are sick. Jidatee heard Ummi and came right away. She looked at me and knelt down, checking my legs, face and head, and tying my hair back. She didn’t swear or raise her voice. Instead, she calmly asked me who had done this to me. I told her that I didn’t know his name, but that he had a white van. She muttered his name and said, “Your father will deal with him when he is back.” Anger flashed in her eyes. She ordered Ummi to cover me with a blanket, and said: “He has no respect for us to beat our girl … He doesn’t understand the rules of respect. I 70will make Abd al-Kareem teach him a lesson on how to respect other people’s daughters.” When Ummi heard that Jidatee was going to tell Abouee, she became very worried.

         “No need,” she said. “I will go and talk to him. Don’t make this a big issue. We are one tribe and he is our cousin.”

         Jidatee looked at her down her nose. “It is none of your business. This is our girl. We know how to make people respect our daughters.” In Jidatee’s words, I heard that I belonged to my father and to his lineage. In her eyes, my mother’s role was just to bring boys into the world.

         In the early evening, I heard Abouee’s truck arriving home from work and started to cry. I needed his support. Ummi came running to her room, where I was lying down on the mattress, and whispered in my ear: “Don’t say he chased you with his car. Say only that he pushed you. You don’t want to cause a big fight in the tribe. You don’t want to get Aboukee into trouble. Be careful. I trust you.” This was one of her more tender moments reserved for the times she wanted me to save her skin. She delicately patted my head and wiped my tears.

         Abouee’s voice entering the shack felt like a soothing balm for my wounded heart. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I heard the usual rituals taking place: my sisters rinsing Abouee’s hands and face, placing the prayer rug towards Mecca, and Abouee praying while my sisters and mother prepared the evening meal. Everyone then went to the kitchen to eat the evening meal. Dinner was over when I heard Jidatee telling Abouee the story as I had told it to her. I heard my mother attempting to speak over her, trying to minimize what had happened.

         “Where is Amal? Come here,” Abouee called.

         Ummi came rushing into the room where I was lying. “Your father wants to see you.” Her eyes and mouth flashed a reminder of our agreement.

         I struggled to stand up. I fixed my shirt and hair and stepped out onto the hosh. The minute I saw Abouee, I hugged him and tears 71pooled in my eyes. My despair ignited a fury within him. Ummi tried to suppress it with her refrain of “We are all one tribe,” but Jidatee put it more clearly: “Teach him a lesson, but be smart. Don’t get yourself or the tribe in trouble. It’s not worth it.”

         Abouee gently moved my face from his shoulder and told me to go with him. We climbed into his truck and he reversed out of our driveway. We spotted Jidee walking towards our house. Over the noise of the truck, Jidee asked him where he was going. Sensing something wasn’t right, he said, “I hope nothing bad has happened.”

         “Khayr khayr [Blessing, blessing],” Abouee replied, which means that, even if the situation is bad, some good will come out of it.

         We didn’t talk during the drive. I didn’t even look at my father’s face. I just stared at the dirt road ahead. When we arrived at the diwaan, Abouee parked the truck, told me to stay put, and got out. His cousins saw him and came out to greet him, surprised to see him since they knew his feelings about idle gossip and endless cups of coffee. Without returning their greeting, he called for the man who had hurt me. All eyes followed the man as he rose from his seat inside the diwaan and walked to meet Abouee in the hosh. By now other men had gathered around the entrance of the diwaan to watch. The men formed a ring around Abouee and the other man. Everyone was waiting for a fight to erupt when Abouee called me to step out of the truck. The tension eased. Everyone knew that there wouldn’t be a fight if a man had his daughter with him.

         Abouee looked at the guy who had chased me. Pointing to me, he asked him: “Do you know whose daughter she is?”

         The man nodded and said quietly, “Yes.” He leaned towards his left leg, trying to keep it from trembling, but his voice betrayed him.

         “So you know she’s my daughter?”

         The man nodded, but he wasn’t looking at my dad. Abouee grabbed him by the arm and asked again: “Look me in the eye and tell me that you know who her father is.”

         The man hesitated, but Abouee didn’t relent. “Look me in the eye. I’m talking to you.”72

         Abouee came closer to him, and stooped down, staring straight into the man’s eyes before continuing: “Did you chase her with your car and then beat her?”

         Now the man was shaking so much that he could hardly hold himself upright. He bowed his head and blubbered an apology. “I am really sorry. Please forgive me. I just wanted to teach her to be more responsible and careful with other people’s fields. I know we are cousins.”

         “What?” Abouee shouted. “What did you say? Teach her? Is she your daughter? You have no right to touch my daughters! Look at me,” Abouee pressed even harder into the man’s arm. “I am the only one on earth who is responsible for my daughters. Is it clear or should I make it clearer?”

         The man nodded, wincing from the pain. “It’s clear.”

         “I don’t hear you.”

         “It’s clear,” he said again, this time loud enough to appease my father. “It’s clear. Please forgive me.”

         Then Abouee turned to me and said: “And now you must apologize to her.”

         Everything up until this point had been difficult, but that seemed like a bridge too far. The man hadn’t expected this and was shifting from side to side, reeling from the humiliation of having to apologize, in front of the entire diwaan, to a little girl.

         “Apologize to her! Now!”

         The man muttered it under his breath, spitting out the words like sunflower seed husks. “Forgive me.” He didn’t look at me and I could hardly hear him.

         “Did you hear him?” Abouee asked me.

         “No,” I said, taking my revenge and feeling the weight of the day’s events lift.

         Abouee looked at him and commanded: “Look at her and say it loud and clear.”

         The man paused and then cleared his throat. “I am sorry. Forgive me.” Even though I doubted his sincerity, I felt relieved. He looked 73so weak standing there in front of me that I swore I could see him shrinking. Or maybe I grew taller.

         Abouee dismissed him with a wave of his hand and then told me to get back into the truck. His uncle came running, inviting him to stay for coffee, but Abouee dismissed him too.

         I looked at Abouee and felt a stream of power surge into my body. I felt so strong. I asked Abouee why he hadn’t beaten the guy up.

         “I didn’t want to get my hands dirty,” he replied.

         Later I learned that it was Jidatee’s idea that Abouee take me with him. A clever woman, well versed in matters of justice, she knew that having me there succeeded in righting the wrong that I had suffered, protected us from future abuse, and prevented the need for revenge from escalating into a war within the tribe.

         My Champion

         WHEN BASMA GRADUATED from high school, Abouee agreed to send her to teachers’ college in Beer a-Saba with several other girls from the village. Basma and the other girls travelled every day by bus to this bustling, mainly Jewish city, half an hour south-west of Laqiya. Although the tribe initially approved of these Bedouin girls receiving a good-quality education, their support was short-lived. Every day the women faced the reality that Beer a-Saba might only be half an hour away, but it was a far cry from the world of the village, and by the end of the first term, Basma was the only Bedouin student who remained in the programme. That was when people’s attitudes shifted and they demanded that she withdraw from the college, on the basis that it wasn’t safe for a Bedouin woman to travel alone to a Jewish city.

         When Abouee refused to comply, the tribe attempted to leverage Jidee’s authority, but Abouee convinced his father of his point of view. Unlike my father, Jidee had received a formal education. He attended school before the state of Israel was established and he regretted not 74having been able to provide his son with an education. Abouee was only eight years old when the founding of the country short-changed the Palestinian education system by installing a military regime that forbade those who were on the losing side of history from travelling to the cities in the centre and the north where the good schools were located. Despite having never received a formal education, Abouee was brilliant. Within one year, by his uncle’s side in the kouttab (the school attached to the mosque), Abouee learned to read and write in Arabic. Later, he taught himself enough Hebrew to be able to find a job in a nearby moshav. By fifteen, he could read and write the language fluently and he would stroll around with that day’s copy of the Hebrew daily, Yediot Ahronoth, tucked under his arm.

         To reverse Abouee’s decision about sending Basma to the college, the tribe resorted to its most powerful tactic: rumours. They spread lies about her in the diwaan: “She’s walking around with men,” they said. “We’ve seen her. Letting them stare at her, letting them carry her books, letting them gently graze their arm against hers.” If that wasn’t enough, a group of men from the village waited for Basma on her way to the bus stop, on her way to the school gate, or even on her way home and shouted at her: “Whore!”, “Shame on you!”, “No one will marry you,” and “You deserve to die.”

         Ummi desperately wanted Basma to surrender. She hated being in the crosshairs of the tribe’s scrutiny. One Friday, when Abouee was in the market in Beer a-Saba, he returned to his truck, turned the key in the engine, and a deafening bang threw him back into his seat. Someone had filled his tank with sugar, leaving him without the means to continue his work delivering produce across the desert.

         After that, with all of us to support, including my uncle who was studying medicine in Italy, Abouee was flat broke. It took him six months to start all over again, but during those six months, we herded sheep together. He would go to the fields in the morning and return again at noon. By half past two, I’d be back from school, my mother would hand me my lunch and I would join him in the fields. It was as if my father and I had a secret life. We rambled over Laqiya’s  75pristine hills, reading Arabic literature, and having spirited debates about the characters and themes, and what these stories told us about life’s greater questions. We were two wanderers united by our love of nature, adventure, beauty and truth. He asked me to read poetry aloud and fondly corrected my pronunciation. We read stories and if we didn’t like how they ended, we created our own conclusions. We read, we talked, we laughed. But, above all, we argued. We argued passionately, especially about the role of women in society. When he didn’t agree, he would gesture to me to get up, and command me: “Stand over there. Imagine you are talking to a group of people. And, all these people,” he would gesture to an invisible crowd, “don’t agree with you. Show me how you would convince them.” I’d think and take a deep breath and then begin, holding my head high and chest out, speaking as boldly as I could. During my speeches, he would stop me every so often to give me feedback. On more than one occasion he told me that I was too angry. “Relax,” he would say. “When you’re angry, you lose your power. Anger diminishes power.”

         Abouee became very interested in the books that I was reading in my elementary class and asked my sisters if these authors had books for adults. My sisters started lending him books from my uncle’s library. Of all the tomes that sat on those shelves, what he loved most was classic Arabic literature from the time before Islam. He particularly loved Mu’allaqat Imru al-Qais and Tarafa Ibn al-Abd, two seminal writers who wrote extensively about identity and finding one’s place in society – for al-Qais was an orphan and al-Abd was black. He learned about their lives and their struggle for justice within their own tribal systems, which helped him to understand why his own people resisted and fought against his ideas. He learned many of their poems by heart.

         While we herded the sheep, nothing burdened Abouee. He felt free. But in the evenings, he was a different person, especially when Jidee and my uncles discussed the incident with his truck. When this discussion came around, he was forceful and stubborn. The voices 76for and against Basma’s education resounded through the shack. My uncles pleaded with him, “You don’t have any money, so give up on this, at least.” Abouee’s brother Abdallah and Jidee were the only ones who supported my father. They saw that his ferocity left no room to negotiate. Thanks to his stubbornness, his brothers and one of Ummi’s brothers helped him to rent a gas station in Beer a-Saba, so his work routine switched from long-distance travelling and sometimes staying away from his family for days at a time to a job where he would be home every day by early evening. Once he had enough savings, he bought a small car to get him to and from work every day and to drive Basma to college and pick her up in the evening, allowing her to continue her studies in peace.

         Within three years, Basma had finished her college degree and by the time she graduated, she had already done a year’s teaching in the village because of the dire need for teachers. The day she completed her second year of teaching, two cars drove past the diwaan towards our house. Coffee cups froze mid-air. Cigarettes burned. The eyes sitting in front of the diwaan followed Abouee’s small, white Honda and the other, unfamiliar vehicle: a shiny, yellow Toyota with Basma’s profile in the driver’s seat. When the two of them pulled into our hosh, Ummi showered the car with rice and said a prayer that this car would serve my sister in the best way possible. My sister was the first woman in our village to complete a college degree and the first to drive her own car. Until then, people in my tribe didn’t understand the significance of sending Basma to college. They didn’t understand that her education paved the way for material gain.

         A Woman After All

         FOLLOWING OUR RESISTANCE to the destruction of our trees in 1978, the government put our tribe under close supervision. By the eighties, the government was engaging in openly repressive 77tactics, arresting anyone who opposed it, demolishing shacks and uprooting healthy olive orchards. My uncle and my father’s two cousins were arrested for supporting the Palestine Liberation Organization. In response to the government’s actions, the men in the village established an NGO called the Sons of Laqiya Association which nurtured political and social activism. Following Israel’s invasion of southern Lebanon in 1982 and the subsequent Sabra and Shatila massacre, where Palestinian camps were ravaged by Lebanese Christian Maronites under the watch of Israeli forces, the association organized a demonstration.

         The organizers, who comprised university students from my tribe, Arab students from the north and Jewish peace activists, chose me to recite a poem on stage. I remember not having suitable clothes, and when Basma and my aunt rehearsed the poem with me a few days before, they fashioned a pair of Abouee’s old jeans into a skirt for me to wear. On the day of the protest, they helped me to get dressed and braided my long hair into one simple plait that ran down my back.

         We dressed in black. Young men carried planks of wood and their brothers lay on top of them, as if dead, while the women marched alongside. This was the first demonstration that included women in the history of the Bedouin in the Naqab. We marched through the village until we reached the main well at the centre of the village, where we constructed a memorial for the victims of the massacre. It was erected next to a memorial for the activist Emil Grunzweig, a Jewish teacher who had been killed the week before at a peace rally in Jerusalem when a hand grenade was thrown into the crowd. When it was my turn to speak, I walked to the centre of the platform – we were using someone’s truck as a stage – and looked out over the four thousand or so people gathered there. I wasn’t afraid. Those days up in the mountains with Abouee had prepared me for this moment. The megaphone was so large that someone had to hold it up for me. I opened my mouth and my voice rang out, in a bold, unwavering cry:78

         
            
               Lan taddhab hadra demauke ya Sabra!

               Gummi wantafidee ya Sabra!

               Gummi wantafidee ya Sabra!

               Ayna a-salaam, ayna a-salaam, ya jeel al kyiyaam?

            

            
               [Your blood won’t be shed for nothing, stand and rise!

               Stand up and rise, Sabra!

               Stand up and rise, Sabra!

               Where is the peace for the generation in the camps?]

            

         

         Later we would find out that the police arrested the students who had organized the protest and expelled them from the university. From that day forwards, the government clamped down even harder on political activism in the village. Their first step was to shut down our middle school and arrange for buses to transport the students to a school in one of the newly established Bedouin towns called Tel a-Saba (Tel Sheva). The idea behind this was to send the children of “trouble-making age” – teenagers – out of the village so that they wouldn’t be there when the government was uprooting trees and demolishing homes. Tel a-Saba also had the advantage of being a much more disadvantaged town than Laqiya, where the people were not politically active or politically aware. The authorities thought that if they sent us to a place where the people did not have such a fervent and unified voice, our spirits could be broken and our attempts at dissent would dissolve in the sand.

         Around that time, I was 11 and moving into sixth grade, but the leaders of the tribe enforced a strike at the local school to protest the shutting down of the middle school. Not everyone in the village supported the strike, but none of the young people from the a-Sana tribe attended school that year. After the breakdown of another round of negotiations with the government about reopening the school, there was a heated discussion about whether the girls should be allowed to travel outside the tribe to attend the school in Tel a-Saba. The other question was whether the girls should travel in the 79same buses as the boys, even though the classes were co-ed. The head of the tribe held a meeting in the diwaan to discuss whether to send the girls or not. Men shouted without catching their breath. Their hands gestured violently. The voices for and against were split down the middle. Amid the tumult, Abouee rose, picked up his shoes from the entrance and stepped out. Before leaving, he turned around and said: “My daughters’ education is not a tribal affair. If there is no school here, I will send them to school in Tel a-Saba.” His resoluteness encouraged other fathers and within a week all the girls from the a-Sana tribe were on a bus together travelling to their new school in Tel Sheva. For the boys, the fathers who wanted a good education for their sons sent them to the middle and high schools in the Triangle area, a concentration of Arab villages near Haifa, or to the Galilee.

         Three years later, it was again time to decide where to send the children in my age group to school. I was certain that my father would send me to the north, especially because my grades were higher than those of anyone in my class, even the boys. In anticipation of my shiny new future, I started preparing for the entrance exams in English and mathematics and even helped my younger brother, Yousef, prepare as well. Yousef and I loved playing together. He was a generous and sweet boy whom all the other boys taunted for his soft heart. Ummi noticed my efforts, but remained silent. She was happy that I was helping my brother, and I thought that she was, like me, convinced that I would be attending school in the north. Once, while we were studying, my brother shyly told me that only boys were allowed to go to the north. I threw the books on the ground.

         “What! If I’m not going, I’m not helping you.”

         He blinked. He was only trying to tell me what he knew to be true, but I kept yelling, “Who said I’m not going? Was it Ummi? She doesn’t decide for me. I will talk with Abouee.”

         I ran to Ummi, insisting that I should go to Haifa and that she was not the one to decide for me, but she met my fire with her own.

         “Are you out of your mind? Go with the boys? Sleep outside the 80house? You’re mad. Aboukee has ruined your mind. I want him to hear your stupid ideas.”

         “They’re not stupid.” I held my ground. “Why not? I’m better than Yousef. You know that.”

         As I said this I sensed Yousef standing a few feet behind me.

         “Fashaarti [In your dreams],” Ummi barked. “You will always be a girl. He will become better than you.” She walked past me and put her arms around my brother. He freed himself from her and ran over to hug me.

         “If you don’t want me to go, I won’t,” he said, trying to comfort me.
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