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         First she moved in with me, then we thought of having a baby, then my father died. We had peace, then we had war; peace and war again and again. But now she’s gone out. Ruth’s gone out to the post office to send a parcel. I saw her put on her coat, pick up a parcel addressed to her sister Dalya, open the front door and then quietly sneak out as if she was worried about waking me up.

         She is out, and I’m sitting here having my breakfast: fried eggs, pitta bread and fresh vegetables – tomato and spring onions. I haven’t eaten spring onions for the last five years. Ruth never liked onions, and now, absurdly enough, eating them after so long, the strong taste and smell make me feel free again. It’s also a sign that she’s not coming back, and I hope she’ll never come back. I imagine her walking along the pavement, heading towards the post office. I imagine myself following her, walking behind her at a distance, far enough away so that even if she suddenly turns around she won’t see me. I imagine her going into the post office, remaining there for some time – depending on the length of the queue stretching back from the counter – and then coming out, relieved. But instead of returning home she continues walking towards the end of the street. I stand there, watching her, her figure wrapped in that dark grey coat which she insisted on wearing even though it’s not yet cold; the dark grey figure getting further and further away until I can no longer see her. She disappears – gone for good.

         Of course if that were to happen I would have to go out and look for her. I would ask friends and people she knew if they had seen her, and call the few editors and publishers she dealt with. I would even phone hospitals and the police. When people disappear, even if you have wished it, you look for them. I would have to inform her family, her two sisters and brother; her parents are dead. I would phone Dalya, or no, I should phone Edith. I don’t like phoning Edith, I don’t like her, but she is the eldest and she’s the one who should be informed first, unless she isn’t available. I hope she won’t be available. In a panic, she’ll tell Dalya and Rafi, “It’s what I’d always feared.”

         They, especially Edith, would probably suspect me of killing Ruth and then burying her body in some deserted park. Dalya and Rafi might give me the benefit of the doubt; Dalya was actually sympathetic to our relationship and Rafi didn’t care much about his sister’s partners. But Edith is a problem.

         “How could you live with someone like him?” Edith asked Ruth every time they talked. “How can you trust him?”

         Now she would say that she had been right all along. Dragging Dalya and Rafi with her, she would catch the first flight to London and interrogate me in her heavily accented English as to when and how Ruth disappeared, her piercing eyes watching my every gesture.

         I have never seen Edith but I have often pictured her looking at me with piercing eyes, and sometimes, to make her look more frightening, I imagine her with bushy eyebrows, like two caterpillars stuck above her eyes. Yes, while she stared at me with those piercing eyes under bushy black eyebrows, I would answer every question of hers clearly and calmly. She, however, would dismiss everything I said as a blatant lie. She would insist on contacting the police with her suspicions and then, depending on the mood of the police, I would either be questioned, or the whole matter would be ignored. “The A-rab’s done away with his Jewish woman – well, fuck ’em both!” the police would say, shrugging their shoulders. It’s not that I have had dealings with the police and can predict how they might behave, but in the imagination of a foreigner like me I expect them to be outright racists.

         Still there would be no trace of Ruth. Her sisters and brother would have to fly home. They have families and jobs; and besides why, they would ask, or at least Edith would ask, why should they carry on wasting their time worrying about a sister who had turned her back on them and preferred living with such an inferior being?

         “She was weird, that girl.” Edith would say, while Dalya would keep silent and Rafi would nod, probably not in agreement but in order to put an end to the matter and return home.

         Eventually Ruth would be classified a missing person. And I would be free again. I’d be free to be alone, to remain in my flat alone, to do whatever I like, for example, to eat spring onions when I bloody well feel like it. But most of all, to be alone, alone until I die.

         Unfortunately she won’t disappear, not for good anyway. She will come back soon, sooner than I expect. I know her too well, she’s incapable of leaving. She couldn’t leave unless she was compelled to – leaving is her last resort. She didn’t leave her family until there was nobody to remain with; her parents died, Edith got married, Dalya found a job in Tel Aviv and Rafi went into the army. She didn’t leave her ex-husband until he practically threw her out; and she didn’t leave her country until all doors were slammed in her face. Here, too, in London, where she’s been living for the last eighteen years, she has moved house only three times.

         Ruth couldn’t leave because for her leaving was never an act of free will. I know from my own experience, I have the same problem. From an early age the thought of leaving, or even witnessing people leaving, made me panic-stricken. Whenever my family talked about moving I felt as if the ground was shaking beneath my feet. It was not that my family often moved; it was simply that my father kept talking about going away and disappearing. When, finally, I left, coming here to London, I did so only when I realised that I had no other choice. I could no longer hide, I had to run away.

         Hiding for me was, and still is, the only way to avoid leaving. When the Israelis invaded Lebanon in 1982, I managed to hide for nearly three years, and I didn’t mind that a bit. So long as I didn’t have to leave, I was willing to imprison myself for days on end in one small room in a friend’s flat. And when everybody I knew had left, friends, colleagues, the people I worked with, I hid in a shelter under an abandoned building. The Israelis had driven most people away and those of us who remained were either captured, sent to Ansar prison, or went into hiding. Most, however, couldn’t hide long. Not even I, who didn’t mind hiding, could hole up for long. There were few remaining places into which one could disappear.

         It wasn’t only the Israelis one had to hide from. There were a few militias and armed groups who were on the look-out for people like me. It was a terrible time to be a Palestinian. Of course it has always been terrible to be Palestinian, but in those years, between 1982 and 1988, I realised how appalling it could be. Fortunately, I didn’t suffer for the whole of that time. I managed to escape in 1985, though things didn’t get any better after I left – on the contrary, they got worse. Nevertheless I would have remained had I found a secure-enough place in which to hide. I like hiding. I like it not only because it’s the best way for me to avoid leaving, but also because it allows me to be alone. As far back as I can remember I enjoyed being alone. I used to run away from home, from my friends and school, and hide for hours on end. I would feel so content that I had managed to be alone.

         Ruth too liked to be alone. When she was a child back in the town of Netanya, she quite often spent many hours alone, in her room and also outside, far away from the eyes of her family and friends. She liked to disappear. Sitting with her brother and sisters, or with some friends, without saying a word she would sneak out and go to the nearby park. There she would stay until dusk, on her own, thinking and daydreaming. Her family and friends thought she was weird. They wanted to change her. They tried to involve her in what they said and did but rarely succeeded. When, occasionally, they made her stay with them, she was irritated, becoming angry and rude, so in the end they left her alone. We both wanted to be alone. Our fear of leaving springs from a fear of losing the ability to be alone. To leave is to go somewhere new, somewhere where it would take a long time to find one’s own space and be able to be alone again.

         
             

         

         Now, while I’m sitting alone in my flat in the afternoon, watching a black and white film on Channel 4 and waiting for Ruth to come back, I realise how much I’ve always hated leaving. Not just leaving places, but also leaving people. That’s why I cannot leave Ruth in spite of wishing that she’d disappear. I cannot even ask her to leave because that would be as if I was leaving myself. Her absence from the flat would make me feel as if I myself had moved away.

         No, I’ve never been able to ask her to leave, not even after I thought of killing her. Not killing her myself but perhaps hiring a hit-man to do it for me. We could plot her death in a way that would make it look like an accident; perhaps a burglar who killed her when she surprised him. Or better still, I thought shamelessly, we could plan it so that it looked as if I was the one who was meant to be murdered. I could claim that a fanatic came to my flat to murder me but when he was confronted by Ruth, he killed her instead. I was hated by Islamic extremists, I had received hate-mail and death threats, and so could prove that my views had angered them. But why hadn’t I informed the police? Well, because I never took such threats seriously. Nowadays many people receive death threats because they express controversial views, I would say, but I doubt that they all inform the police. And so I would get away with it. Not only get away with it but also become a hero, a living example for those who are fighting for freedom of speech, and I couldn’t help imagining all the praise that I would receive as a result.

         Of course the whole idea was a joke. It was a pathetic idea which I had borrowed from a silly film. I never seriously thought of killing her. How could I have her killed when I still loved her? True, I wanted her to go, but I still loved her and certainly couldn’t bear to see her harmed in any way. I remember how I had behaved only a few weeks after wanting her dead. She had a heavy cold and I couldn’t bear seeing her so frail and helpless. Worried I took her temperature and covered her with heavy blankets, made tea and herbal drinks for her, and every few hours handed her tablets. I fretted about until she got fed up and asked me to leave her alone. “Go out, Ibrahim, go and meet your friends and just forget about my bloody cold!” she begged me.

         But I didn’t. I loved her still and couldn’t stay away from her, even though she was only suffering from an ordinary cold. I loved her then but now, today, 30 September 2000, while I’m sitting on the sofa, watching a black and white film in which a man is strangling a woman in her bedroom, I wish she would disappear.

         But let me start from the beginning. Let me try to put all these thoughts in order.
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         First we had peace; there was that notorious handshake between Arafat and Rabin, and then I met Ruth and started to think about making a film.

         Somehow, Ruth’s frequent melancholic expression and the growing inevitability of our becoming lovers, stirred my imagination. I hadn’t made a film for twelve years. I hadn’t even thought of making a film since before I’d left Lebanon. Actually I’d never thought of myself as a film-maker, at least not a professional film-maker.

         I’d made only a couple of short black and white documentaries which were produced cheaply for the Palestinian Institute of Film and neither was shown. The first was thrown into the damp archives of the Institute. The director of the Institute had actually recommended destroying it altogether. He was furious when he first saw it. “What’s this? What’s this Comrade Ibrahim? We want films that represent our people, their suffering, their ambitions.”

         “But this film does represent all that struggle and ambition,” I said, ignoring what he actually meant.

         “Does it, really?”

         The film was intended to show a typical day in the life of a Palestinian family in the camp: the sort of work they did, how they managed and what they looked forward to. But rather than the predictable parade of Palestinian families as representative of the whole people which was what the director wanted, I chose to make a film that gave the family the chance to talk about themselves as ordinary parents and children.

         The father was a janitor at a boy’s elementary school. “When I was young I was a donkey in my studying,” he said, joking about his fate, “so instead of becoming a school teacher I became a janitor.” The mother spent all day looking after her husband and their six children, four of whom were still at school.

         The children came across as bright and ambitious. When asked what they wanted to do when they grew up, they all expressed the same wish and that was to get educated; that was also their parents’ wish. One boy wanted to be a doctor, another an accountant so he could go to Saudi Arabia where “people work and make a lot of money”, as he sweetly put it. The girl wanted to be a teacher, and the youngest at school, a boy of seven, wanted to become an engineer, just like his uncle who had studied engineering in Germany and was now working there.

         Predictably, that wasn’t what the director of the Institute wanted to hear them saying. On the contrary, that was exactly what he wanted ignored. They should talk only about our “national struggle” and “just cause”, “liberating Palestine” and the rest of the rhetoric which meant very little either to that Palestinian family, or any other in their position.

         “Comrade Ibrahim, is that what you want us to show the public?” he asked, and before I had the chance to answer he went on, “is that what you would like us to show at international festivals?”

         This second question was meant to warn me of the consequences of my reckless filming. He knew how much I wanted to participate in these festivals and was telling me indirectly that I had made a mistake in not doing what had been expected of me.

         “But I thought we had agreed from the beginning that we wanted to focus on the social aspect of Palestinian lives,” I argued.

         “Yes, Comrade Ibrahim, we want to focus on the social side, but merely as a representation of our struggle and just cause. Our society represents a political cause and message, like any other in the world.”

         I grinned and he didn’t fail to notice.

         “Why are you grinning?” he asked, clearly upset. “Is what I’m saying funny?”

         “No! I’m not grinning at what you’re saying!” I now couldn’t help laughing.

         “What, then? What’s so hilarious?”

         At that very moment, although he did indeed look comical, I was actually laughing at something else.

         “You see, politics did come into the film but I took it out.” I fell silent, waiting for him to ask why I had done that. I wanted to prepare him for a shock.

         “Why did you do that?” he came back.

         “Because if I had left it in you would have shot me,” I said, wanting a reaction.

         “Why?” he asked, worried.

         “You see, when those people in the film talked about politics they didn’t say anything about wanting to fight to liberate Palestine. No! They complained about the Revolution. The man protested that the Revolution was full of thugs and that some of them came to his school to make trouble. His wife grumbled that the leaders of the Revolution were thieves who squandered the money raised for the Revolution on themselves and their families.”

         He looked shocked, just as I expected and wanted, but he couldn’t afford to lose face.

         “This janitor and his wife are ignorant,” he barked, justifying himself. “They lack political awareness. They are just ignorant and selfish. They’re only worried about their own survival.”

         “Well, they’re a typical Palestinian family,” I replied, adding mockingly, “perhaps the majority of the Palestinian people are ignorant and selfish.”

         “Ibrahim!” he interrupted warningly. Calling me by my first name without the term comrade indicated that he had no patience with my sarcasm.

         “Well, it’s your film now, and you can do what you like with it.” I walked out of the office.

         I don’t remember feeling angry or frustrated. I actually didn’t mind the sad fate of my film. The whole business of film-making was never a serious pursuit for me. I was in my early twenties and knew that I was still young enough to have a hobby. I came from a refugee background so I thought of film-making as something I would grow out of before settling into a proper profession, which meant being a doctor or an engineer, a teacher or an accountant, a mechanic or, if your brain and skills weren’t up to standard, you were expected to resign yourself to a manual labourer’s job.

         However, by the time I had grown up our way of life had changed. The PLO had taken over, especially in the camps, and quite a lot of my generation felt that there was no longer any need to take up a “proper” job. The PLO was rich enough to provide those who joined it with an adequate income and many just accepted that. Nevertheless, traditional culture had hardly changed and becoming a film-maker was still not appreciated or even understood, not even by those who had by then become ardent radio listeners and television viewers.

         Our home, for example, was one of the first in our street to possess a radio and, later on, a television. But my family wasn’t interested in films. They didn’t see my films, nor did they know that I’d made films. I never told them; I was embarrassed, even ashamed, to tell them. All they knew was that I was working in something to do with cinema.

         My second film had no more luck than the first. I had barely finished it when the Israelis invaded. The Institute, like many Palestinian institutions in Beirut, was razed to the ground and it was only by sheer luck that a copy of each of my films survived. The fellow who assisted me in making them, and who was more keen on making them than I had ever been, had stolen them from the Institute and kept them at his home. He later transferred them on to video-cassettes.

         Of course, I was relieved that they had survived but I didn’t watch them again until many years later.

         No, I didn’t think of myself as a film-maker, and especially not after the Israeli invasion. Three years’ hiding in Lebanon, and many more years of being an exile in London, surviving on state hand-outs, made me think of myself only as a miserable sod just trying to get by. Even after I managed to find a job, reviewing films for a small circulation weekly, I still couldn’t call myself a film–maker. I felt film-making belonged to a long-gone past. What’s more, the brilliant documentaries that I’d seen since coming to London made me feel so diffident about my two old films that I didn’t even want to see them again. At least not until I met Ruth.

         When she knew that I’d made films, she was thrilled and insisted on seeing them. She liked them. Yes, they were modestly produced, she said, but they revealed great potential.

         “The one about the poet is really wonderful. The way the camera follows the poet in his quest for inspiration…”

         She was talking about the second film.

         “Yes, but the poet was shit, his poetry was shit,” I argued dismissively, though I was so happy that she liked what she saw. “I made a film about him because he’s the only poet who could get the director of the Institute to pay for it. He was on good terms with him.”

         “Still the film is great,” she said. “Look at those images, and the camera movement. How old were you when you made it?”

         “Twenty-three, twenty-four.” I was looking at the screen, observing the stealthy movement of the camera following the poet while he walked through narrow winding alleys. 

         “Where was that?” she asked. “In the camp where you were born?”

         “No. I was born in El-Bass,” I said. “This is Shatila camp.”

         “You mean Sabra and Shatila?” she asked hesitantly.

         “No. In Shatila only.” I replied, but at the same moment, realising that she thought Sabra and Shatila were one and the same camp, I added, “The two camps are near each other so it’s easy to think of them as one.”

         “I remember when that terrible thing happened there,” she sounded doubly embarrassed, first, for the massacre in Sabra and Shatila and, secondly, for not knowing that they were two different camps. “When I saw the images on television, the bodies of the victims, I rushed out on to the street. People in Tel Aviv looked stunned; everybody was ashamed of themselves!”

         “It was frightening,” I said but I didn’t really want to talk about it.

         “It was terrifying,” she said, correcting me.

         “I remember the way the Israeli public reacted; I mean 400,000 demonstrating in the streets. That was a tremendous reaction!” I said, trying to relieve her of her sudden sense of guilt and get the conversation back to my film.

         But she looked as if she was totally beset by the appalling memories of those times. I wondered whether she was remembering the war or her life in Israel and, disappointed that she was no longer interested in the film, I stopped the video. I was worried that she might start crying.

         Ruth was the sort of person who would cry about anything. She would cry if she read something upsetting in the paper or if somebody told her something sad. Sometimes we would be watching television, the news or a documentary; I would look at her and see her eyes full of tears.

         Her eyes were beautiful, so beautiful especially when they were washed with tears, but I didn’t like her crying.

         “I’m over-sensitive,” she would say wiping her eyes.

         But on this occasion, as we were talking about Sabra and Shatila and the huge demonstration in Tel Aviv, to my surprise, she didn’t cry. I took out the video to put it somewhere safe, and she appeared eager to talk, to divulge something important, a secret which she had never before revealed to anybody.

         “It was then that I thought I could no longer stay in Isreal,” she said, reliving painful memories. “I thought it was immoral to continue living in Israel.”

         “But the demonstration,” I interrupted, trying again to divert her, “what about that remarkable demonstration? Wasn’t that proof enough that the majority still had a conscience?”

         “They weren’t doing it for the sake of the victims,” she said. “They were doing it for their own sake, to exonerate themselves from the responsibility and guilt. They wanted to prove…”

         “You can’t dismiss that extraordinary protest as a mere act of self-exoneration,” I interrupted again, trying to overcome the sadness and self-reproach in her voice. “Do you realise that was the greatest anti-government demonstration that had ever taken place in the region? Don’t you understand how important it was for people like me to see Israelis demonstrating against their own government?”

         I was annoyed that she had become so emotional. After all, we were only playing at what, by then, had become our habitual game: she would attack her country, or her people, and I would defend them, or vice versa. It was a method by which we avoided sounding nationalistic and prejudiced.

         From the beginning we were attracted to one amother because, unlike other Palestinians and Israelis, neither of us showed blind loyalty to our respective lot. On the contrary, we were always eager to express criticism and impatience with our peoples. I came to realise that adopting such a posture was the only way we could live together.

         But now that the massacre of Sabra and Shatila had come up, Ruth didn’t seem to want to keep to her expected role. No, she wanted to explain something about herself too, something that had very little to do with our relationship.

         “You know, I always wanted to leave Israel.” She conveyed the sense that once more she was reliving painful memories. “People always told me, you don’t have to leave Israel. To leave Israel is to return to the humiliating past of the diaspora, and to escape the challenge of the present. But I never agreed with that, never understood it.”

         “Yes, I know what you mean,” I was slightly concerned. Her voice sounded like an echo of someone walking away, disappearing into a mist. I didn’t want her to disappear.

         “I was just like you,” she continued, looking at me as if to assure me that she was still there with me. “I felt I didn’t belong anywhere. I was meant to be homeless.”

         “And that’s why you are now frightened of leaving,” I interrupted her. I wanted to assure her that I understood what she meant.

         “Yes, which is a funny feeling for someone who believes that she doesn’t belong anywhere, don’t you think?”

         I was excited that we were having such an exchange of ideas. I was happy because what she was saying was what I’d always felt, “It’s funny but then again people who don’t belong anywhere tend to cling to the place where they happen to be living. They are frightened to leave because they know that if they left they probably would have no right to come back.”

         She nodded enthusiastically which was what encouraged me to go on, “This is the case with people who lose their countries; once they have settled somewhere new, they are frightened of leaving because they have no right to return. You are just like us Palestinians.”

         “Yes, I’m just like you.”

         This conversation took place after she had just moved in with me. For a moment I thought of telling her that I loved her, that as long as she was here she shouldn’t worry that she would ever lose her right to be here; this was her home. I wanted to comfort her, but, as I realised instantly, I was only being patronising and stupid; she was not talking about living in my flat, she was talking about something else. I kept silent after that. I left her to say what she wanted to say, to continue her reflections or to change the subject altogether. But she said nothing.

         Sitting close to each other on the sofa, we stared silently at the blank television screen. We were looking into the future. Or so I now believe, now that I’m making these confessions.
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         First I didn’t consider myself a film-maker, but then Rabin and Arafat shook hands, I met Ruth and I started thinking like one. There were so many things a film-maker could do with a handshake like that: he could start or end a film with it, or do both; he could make an historical or a political documentary, even a feature film, or, best of all, a comedy. He could also make a film about an encounter between a Palestinian man and an Israeli woman, a comedy or a tragedy or a combination of both.

         Yes, I started looking at things as a film-maker again, and at the same time Ruth’s appearance felt like the beginning of an unavoidable change in my life. With the perspective of a film-maker I saw that she had transformed my life, or at least had given me the chance to transform it, and although at first I was reluctant to get involved with her, I realised that if I didn’t seize the opportunity I would end up like one of my small circle of Palestinian friends in London. I imagined myself sounding like Ahmad or Aziz, or even Hani or Salim. Appalled, I saw myself with them after work every evening in that pub in Hammersmith. I imagined myself gulping down pints of lager while we talked about the same old things with the same degree of conviction, not realising that our views were getting staler while our life was going nowhere. 

         Salim would start the conversation by complaining about his job, and how, generally speaking, job opportunities were getting fewer and less tempting, especially for those of us who were doomed to work for the migrant Arab media. Hani would suggest that we should go back home, but then would wonder, sounding as if he had discovered some new fact, if returning was an option at all. Ahmad or Aziz would volunteer an explanation for the political significance of our situation, an explanation which would lead us back to what we had said the evening before and, in fact, every evening before that.

         “We and people like us are not here by chance,” Ahmad would claim. “There’s a new world order and things have been planned to be the way they are.”

         “There is a higher political decision to design the Arab world the way it’s been designed,” Aziz would add, asserting what Ahmad had just said.

         
             

         

         Yes, imagining myself stuck in such company, I felt desperately in need of a shake-up. And so it was that I welcomed the appearance of Ruth in my life. She was the unfamiliar character whose presence I badly needed at that precise time. By getting involved with her, I discovered that we, my friends and I, were only pretending that we wanted to help our people, and that it was all the fault of our leadership who had ensured that no new blood should join them.

         It was a lie which Ahmad repeated and with which we all agreed. “In order to survive, the old guard has kept us away; they had to block our way in case we managed to force our way in, hence the so-called peace process.”

         “That’s our tragedy,” agreed Aziz and the rest nodded too.

         “After their many failures, particularly since 1982 and the start of the intifada,” Ahmad went on, repeating the same old line, “the old guard needed a breakthrough. Oslo was that break, and it was meant to stop the new generation taking over and steer Palestinian politics in the right direction.”

         Ahmad never explained who he meant by the “new generation”. He usually talked in a vague way, but now, after I’d met Ruth, I know that he was only talking about us, the five Palestinian friends, who met every evening in a pub in Hammersmith. Absurdly enough we believed that we were meant to be the new generation of leaders who, having been unfortunate enough to grow up during a time of disillusionment and ruin, had a duty to rise up out of the ashes and resume the struggle.

         It was a complete waste of time, I came to realise after I’d met Ruth. And I told her so later when we talked about my Palestinian friends. I was trying to explain to her why I no longer wished to see them.

         Ruth occasionally met her own Israeli friends and she thought that one must keep in touch with people from back home; one must know what was happening.

         “But it’s useless,” I went on, “for years we talked, pretending to be part of the ‘new generation’ of saviours, but had we been given the opportunity to play a political role, it would’ve been a disaster.”

         “Why?”

         “Because we wouldn’t have known what to do. For example, how to organise ourselves, how to mobilise our society, and eventually how to achieve victory, or at least an honourable peace. ‘We must support the intifada by all possible means!’ Ahmad always declared and Aziz would repeat ‘The challenge now is to make the intifada last!’ The rest of us used to nod in agreement. What we never asked ourselves was how to support the intifada but more importantly to what practical political purpose.”
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