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To Mama and Baba










Prologue


The yellow box is worn, its corners collapsing. The green and blue paint stripes streaked across its sides have lost their brightness. The cardboard of its body has sagged, crushed under the weight of travel – Amman, London, Sydney, Beirut, Ramallah. Forced to hold more and more content over the years, its bottom threatens to give way. Its handles almost rip as I move the box to my desk here in London.


Lifting the lid releases childhood smells: sugary sweetness and perfumed paper. The inside of the cover has a scribbled note from high-school friends who had gifted me the box, wishing me a meaningful graduation, not knowing that it would come to contain an archive I would visit only occasionally, but otherwise keep safely entombed.


 


Shortly after Ramzi’s news reached me, the messenger oblivious to how her words landed, I retrieved the box. Dust had settled on its lid. I peer in. On top are Tata’s diaries, my maternal grandmother, which I have only recently inherited. I set those aside, not yet ready to turn their pages. I sift through the rest of the content. There are scores of letters; cards received from friends and family; old journals and pads; notes written on torn pieces of paper by classmates who passed them along during class; and paraphernalia, including a pack of decades-old chewing gum, toilet rolls printed with bright red hearts and lips, stickers, Christmas ornaments and, for some reason that is no longer known to me but which is frightfully prescient, surgical masks.


I pull up Ramzi’s side of our correspondence. This stack, disentangled from the box and organised beside my laptop, includes a picture in an unaddressed white envelope. Two barely recognisable teenagers are perched on a ledge. Their backpacks and sweaters are in a heap next to them. The two boys are on the final landing of the three sets of stairs leading from the classrooms to the main playground. The one on the right, I know, was posing not for the picture but for two other students coming down the stairs. The blue railings snaking alongside the stairs are, I recall vividly, behind the photographer, whose identity I have forgotten. The basketball courts and football pitches are filled with screaming children on the other side of the landing. Looking at the boy on the left, I remember how dry his skin felt in that morning sun, how the medication he had been taking for his acne made him dehydrated and itchy. Even though those kids’ most guarded thoughts are still a part of me, there is a vast distance between us, a whole life lived.


 


I kept Ramzi’s notes from the very beginning – not just his, everyone’s, before I realised that I was keeping everyone’s to avoid acknowledging that I wanted to keep only his. Everything he had given me, even before our correspondence had evolved into what it would become, proper letters, pages long, stapled and enveloped. Those were all in the yellow box, alongside a smaller box that contains two cigarettes and a bullet. The blue ink on the cigarettes is still legible. One reads: 20.01.2000. Time: 3.45. Rules: 1. Smoking is a pleasure. 2. There is no way out of this country except through loving someone. Enjoy. The second: Fuck Davidoff and Marlboro. This cigarette is from my last packet.


It was not. On my seventeenth birthday, a month later, there was another cigarette stuffed into the card I received. I slip the card out of the envelope and open it. The cigarette is almost flattened in the crease, but the writing on it remains clear and crisp. Happy Birthday TB, it really is nice to have you by my side. Love you, but not a lot. R. The bullet, if I remember correctly, is from a camping trip he had gone on with his father to north Jordan. I had refused to join, much to his frustration. You want me to spend a whole day just with him; it will be lecture after lecture. His complaints resonate in my mind. I sift through his other gifts. Chocolates, candy, photographs, cards and skilfully drawn vulgar pornographic sketches; three-dicked aliens and multi-boobed creatures in twisted sexual positions.


 


In front of me is a trail, his side of the letters we wrote to each other as we fell in love. We wrote on anything we could find; yellow legal notepads or blank A4 sheets, pages torn out of notebooks or the backs of cigarette packets, whatever scraps were lying around our homes. We left them on each other’s beds or in our backpacks whenever we couldn’t meet, for whatever reason, and our conversations had to find other ways to meander. I am reminded that his letters were neat; the lines never sloped, even on unlined paper. His handwriting was tight and cursive, lines of English interspersed with a strange hybrid of Arabic – colloquial words written with the full diacritics of formal Arabic. At the bottom of the pile is the first note I got from him. It is little more than a hasty scrawl that I can barely decipher on the torn corner of what looks like a textbook – geography maybe or history – laminated paper that has browned with time.


Sometimes I would leave his place, walk back to mine, only to find a letter stuffed into my backpack. Those were the most precious, letters that held thoughts that bordered on confessions, ones that grew beyond the confines of any one exchange and instead contained words that could not be spoken. Text that he was depositing in my safekeeping. Words that were directed at me but were not necessarily for me, that made me a container for his musings, a human journal. Made me, also, his witness. Some letters were full of recrimination, calling me out or raging at my behaviour from behind the safe distance of a delivered screed. He was nocturnal, I wasn’t, and when he couldn’t call me late at night, he would write, imagine a chat we might have had if I were awake, embody my response, find himself against my words, and then leave me that record.


 


I treasured his written trust then, and today I am grateful for it. In front of me is a transcript of his earlier self, one he has most likely forgotten or discarded. An archived monologue, waiting to be excavated. My voice is absent, not yet reclaimed, not yet moulded into the voice of the man I am today. With my side of that correspondence missing, and with very little recollection of what I might have written him more than two decades ago, his letters help me retrace my past, make sense of my present, starting in Amman.










I










Chapter 1


We lived in a stone house in al-Abdali, on the seam between East and West Amman, where my parents landed after fleeing the civil war in Lebanon, privileged enough to bypass the east’s refugee camps but not yet sufficiently affluent to settle in the west. One Friday in May, after our customary chicken tikka lunch takeout, Baba turned in for his siesta and Laith and I helped Mama clear the table. Tata took Nadim, five years younger than me and then still a baby, and put him down for his nap.


‘Every week the same routine,’ Mama grumbled. ‘We never do anything exciting. There’s a whole world out there, and all he wants to do is sleep.’


Her discontent gnawed at her, whether we were out in the world or not. Laith looked at me and shrugged, then cruelly sniggered as he pointed to the raised step at the top of the tight corridor leading from the sitting room into the kitchen, where I had one day tripped and broken my arm. I shoved him as we followed Mama, placing the dishes in the sink next to where she was furiously scrubbing. ‘Go get dressed, boys,’ she declared, as if announcing a long-planned excursion, ‘we’re going to Jerash to see the ruins.’


Laith had been begging for weeks to visit the film set where part of Indiana Jones was being shot. After she had made sure Tata would not mind staying in and watching Nadim, we left. We drove for almost an hour, north out of the city, through the hills surrounding Amman, and down to Jerash, the town nestled between the ruins of a long-lost Roman world and the ruins of ours, in the form of the largest Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan, which had sprouted right next to it. Majida al-Roumi was blasting from the radio and Mama was lost in thought. Laith and I were in the back seat, bursting with excitement over this unexpected adventure, putting our faces by the open windows as warm air gushed in. My tongue, stuck out, was dry as cardboard. We were driving on the overpass built above the entrance to the camp when Mama turned the volume down. ‘Look how they leave them to rot in this place,’ she said, pointing to the camp, ‘Just look.’


Laith scooted over to my side as we both stared out the window. The buildings were haggard, brown and stained, unlike Amman’s polished limestone, and the streets denser and more cramped than other parts of the city. But I was not sure why Mama appeared so aggrieved. The scene did not look much different from al-Abdali or Amman’s downtown – generally chaotic and overcrowded. Laith must have thought the same. ‘What am I looking at?’ he asked. ‘And who’s they?’ I added, thinking that those people congregating in the markets that had sprung up around the mosque after Friday noon prayers looked like they were free to go anywhere they wanted. Mama glanced back at us in the rear-view mirror and said nothing for a few minutes. ‘The big shits,’ she said, as she turned the volume back up, ‘Men with fat asses who think they know what they’re doing.’ I giggled as Laith – five years older than me and thinking himself an adult – leaned over to the front seat and tapped Mama on the shoulder. ‘Mama,’ he whispered in her ear, ‘you can’t say “shit” in front of Tareq!’


 


That was the spring of my fifth or sixth birthday, days before Jerash’s annual summer festival was set to begin. We arrived in that part of the afternoon reserved for slumber – when the midday sun had not yet cooled enough to entice anyone out of their homes, and those who had ventured out carried themselves lethargically. We entered the ancient city through the Arch of Hadrian and walked into the esplanade that led to the grand Oval Forum, an expanse which gave a sense of the vast scale of the once-thriving metropolis. Merchants were setting up their stalls around the perimeter of the central courtyard in preparation for the throngs who would descend come dusk and stay late into the night.


We crossed the forum and strolled along the corridor lined with Corinthian columns, all the way to the Temple of Artemis. The vanilla-coloured boulders carpeting the floor were like an obstacle course, uneven and scattered. Apart from two or three sweaty tourists, with cameras dangling around their necks and sizeable backpacks on their shoulders, we were the only people walking in the heat. The film set that Laith was after had been constructed on that main corridor and here, more people, mostly foreigners, were milling about. Laith got swallowed up by the crowd. Mama and I stood close by to watch. Even though the energy was frenzied, not much appeared to be happening, and I lost what little interest I had, becoming distracted, restless, my mind fixating on the market stalls we would walk through on the way back, heaving, I anticipated, with mounds of toys.


The sun was low by the time we returned to the Oval Forum and re-entered a space that had, in the short span of time we were on set, somehow morphed from an imposing, majestic Roman arena into a bustling market resembling the one we had driven by on the way to Jerash. The smell of chestnuts and roasted peanuts wafted through the air and mingled with the steam from tubs of boiling water cooking sweetcorn. ‘Lemons, grapes, oranges, grapefruits!’ Merchants were shouting, riffing off one another and adding to the din of the gathering crowds. ‘Kitchen supplies, cooking utensils, bargains to be had!’ Stalls piled high with fresh fruit and vegetables from the surrounding valleys had been set up next to others with stacks of socks and underwear, spices and kitchenware. Shoppers had begun congregating in the market, haggling as they walked through. Arabic pop songs blasted from speakers that DJs had hung on the intricately carved crowns of the columns, which had been lit in purple, blue and yellow. The space had a carnival-like atmosphere and I knew, before she said anything, that Mama would be itching to leave within seconds.


‘We should head back,’ she said, on cue. ‘Baba will be waking up soon.’ My eyes scanned the stalls. It was the sparkle that caught my attention. I pulled Mama aside and into an alley. Tucked between rows of merchandise, dolls had been hung from the iron metal bars holding up one shopfront. They were much larger than normal, more figurines than dolls – almost half my size and dressed in the most grotesque outfits. Mounds and mounds of chiffon and sponge-like material had been stitched around their waists to create bell-curve gowns that fell as almost perfect circles around their legs. The dolls had round painted faces and their eyes were large and maniacal. Glittering beads had been sewn onto the gowns and the dolls had tiaras attached, glue visible, to their heads. The fabrics were washed-out pastel colours: light green, pink and blue.


I latched onto an orange-brown one, transfixed, barely registering Mama’s half-hearted attempts to nudge me to move on. ‘Come, let’s go. We need to head home. Baba will be asking for us.’ Her efforts were futile; within seconds, the doll and I had become inseparable, destined to be together. Mama shook her head, and turned to the vendor, an elderly man who offered an amused smile and a shrug of his shoulders. Defeated, she made the payment and walked away from the stall, with me and Laith in tow. I held onto my precious companion, her small, plastic hand in mine, fretting that her outfit might be crushed by the crowd. We made our way out of the market towards the North Amphitheatre, where the stage was being set for an opera. Before walking to our car, we sat on one of the bottom steps for a brief rest. I made sure my doll had a comfortable position on the hard stone next to me and glanced up with satisfaction. The look Mama and Laith gave me was one I would become intimately familiar with. It was a look not unsettling enough to upset me, yet not so innocuous as to be forgotten either.










Chapter 2


Al-Abdali was our city within the city. Tata’s friend from Haifa, Jalileh, had fortuitously become her neighbour in Beirut after the 1948 Nakba, and then again came to live a few minutes away after both had relocated to Amman. ‘This is another slice of Palestine,’ they kept saying to each other, as all around them and scattered throughout Amman were friends neither had seen since the Nakba. Family name after family name they rattled off to each other, guessing which town or village they had been supplanted from before settling in Jordan, decades prior to our arrival. ‘Ah, Masri,’ they would say, ‘The Nablus branch or the Jaffa branch?’ ‘Yes, yes, Haddad, they’re from Safad. They’re Christian, right?’ ‘Shehadeh, aren’t they from Jaffa?’


Before I started going to school with Laith, and before Nadim was born, Tata would take me every morning to a nursery down the road, run by an American woman named Suzy, who had big blonde hair and who had made Amman her home. The first day she dropped me off, Tata clung to me, unable to let go; Suzy had to prise me out of her hug. Her sadness at no longer having me as a toddler bound to her waist – ‘I feel empty,’ she kept telling Mama – soon gave way to routine. She would amble down the road in the early afternoon to pick me up, waving at neighbours as she went along, catching up with him and gossiping with her. A twenty-minute stroll would take an hour, and often involved being called into someone’s home for a coffee or another person’s garden for pruning advice.


One of my earliest memories was running out of the sandbox that had been placed in the nursery’s backyard, under huge trees that filled the sand with sticky cones and dried pine needles, and into Tata’s arms. That was the sandbox where one morning I shoved pebbles so far up my nose – to impress Maya who was in the sandbox with me – they had to take me to the emergency room to pull them out. Tata picked me up every day, often alongside Maya’s grandmother, and the two would chatter behind us as they pushed our prams back home. She would then put me in front of the TV while she finished preparing lunch, and I would watch dubbed Asian cartoons like Sayida Mil’aqa, the fantastical housewife with whom I was obsessed (she could shrink herself to the size of a thumb and travel the world on her teaspoon!), until Mama, Baba and Laith came back.


I spent my first decade in that stone house. Memories crowd my mind when I conjure that world, before Ramzi and I met. The bloody knee I got running around our garden; breaking my front teeth as Laith chased me, pretending to be a vampire while Mama mopped the balcony; our conservative neighbour calling Mama to complain that Laith was playing basketball topless in the street, in thirty-degree weather – ‘He’s making my daughter think impure thoughts,’ the neighbour had complained; ‘Good for her,’ answered Mama, hanging up. Other memories – inherited, excavated – also rush in. Memories that frighten me with their malleability, their unreliability. Their provenance. Most of what surfaces I brush aside, one after the other, until I am left with a few strands. These I order, curate to form a coherent whole, a singular narrative, one that might hold a spirit of resemblance to the truth.


*  *  *


I am standing outside Tata’s bedroom. She is awash in the sunlight seeping through the window above her bed, curled on her side, her hair a brilliant white in its rays. She has fallen asleep on top of the brown covers, her burgundy woollen shawl spread over her nightgown. Having lost all her possessions one time too many, she holds onto items, like that nightgown, which she wears to this day, more than thirty years later. It is just after lunch and the house is dead quiet. Mama and Baba are reading in their room down the corridor.


Tata is only half asleep, attentive to the sounds around her. ‘I’m just resting my eyes,’ she would say, her eyelids shut, ‘I’m not sleeping.’ Not wanting to wake her, just in case, my toes land noiselessly on the cool floor. Her room is sparsely furnished, as if she has no need for worldly goods, with a cupboard and a chest of drawers that has three picture frames on it, lined up on a تطريز runner. One is of Mama and Baba on their wedding day. The other is of Khalo, Mama’s only brother, with his Brazilian wife. The third is of Tata holding Laith, her first grandchild, when he was just a baby. She looks fashionable in the photograph, standing proudly in a brown polka-dot dress and large, white-framed sunglasses. On the bedside table next to where she is sleeping is her bible, black leather bound, with Holy Bible sewn in golden Arabic letters across its cover. Numerous bookmarks protrude from its pages. The mattress sags under my weight as I climb on, snuggling into the space between her back and the wall.


‘Habibi,’ she murmurs, ‘you’ve come to take a nap with me?’


What bliss. Safely tucked behind her, the knots in my stomach loosen. The sheets, toasty, warm my back. My eyes wander to the branches peeking towards the window, heavy with figs, and up to the shiny wooden crucifix above our heads. The taut muscles of the Jesus figure. The carved detail of his thorny crown. The burnt wood around his stigmata wounds. That crucifix is one of the few items to have lived alongside Tata her entire life, watching over her as she slept. The story of its journey from her home in Jerusalem, how it came to hang in our home in Amman, remains only partially recounted.


My mind pieces together snippets of history, tales recalled and dramatised, clues dropped, sometimes inadvertently, over the course of a childhood. Lying next to Tata in bed, I ask questions that we only bring up in this space, prodding to get this detail or learn more about that, until I am met with silence, leaving me to imagine the rest.










Chapter 3


يلى يلى


– her father yelled from the bottom of the staircase one evening, ‘We have to leave, right now!’


 


1948. A shadow – the darkest one – cast over our lives in Amman. I pull Tata’s diaries out of the yellow box. They are minimal. Barely anything is divulged, apart from her love for her God. Everything else documents basic events as they transpired, in a clinical and sober tone. A historian’s archive rather than a record of a lived life. Her notes help me make sense of the tales that permeated our early years in Amman – unobtrusive, undemanding – like wallpaper on the back of our consciousness.


 


I see her, then a young woman, Eva, standing in her room, shaking, forced out of the stupor of the past few months. The spring afternoon was like every other that year. She had just come back home and was getting ready to help her mother in the kitchen. Her father, the local pastor, had left to go to church for the evening rituals. Everything ticked along as routinely as it always had, even as uncertainty clung to everyone. They were all stuck in a cycle, a relentless interrogation of a decision that had been made, one that had to be remade daily, incessantly.


Her father had decided they would not flee, and that was supposed to be the end of that. Even as more windows in the houses around them shuttered and front gates latched shut. Even as neighbours disappeared into the depths of the night without farewells or promises of reunion. Even as her girlfriend across the road vanished, as if her family had never occupied the two-floor villa on the corner, the one that had already acquired the forlorn look of deserted buildings. She knew her mother was worried, and that the firmer her father was, the more anxious her mother became. ‘I am the head of the parish, for God’s sake!’ he declared repeatedly. He was not going to leave his flock behind, no matter how rapidly it diminished. It had taken him two years – ever since they had relocated from Jerusalem to Haifa so he could assume this position – to gain the congregation’s trust. What kind of message would he be sending his flock if he ran away?


‘God works in mysterious ways,’ he assured them. If God wanted his family to be hurt, he reasoned, there would be a perfectly logical explanation for it. A divine purpose he could not possibly comprehend, let alone challenge. Even though Eva guessed he was as much trying to convince himself as the rest of the family, she was happy with that decision. She did not want to leave. Haifa had just started feeling like home, and she had finally grown to like her high school. Why go anywhere when she only had one year left before graduating?


Still, plans had to be made. Mundane contingencies despite all their heartfelt prayers. Necessary arrangements despite their rock-solid faith. Early in the year, her father had collected everyone’s passports and papers and a few of their valuables and set those aside in a suitcase at the bottom of the stairs, where it rested that morning. In the beginning, Eva did not like looking at the suitcase as she made her way up and down the stairs. It was a reminder, even if subtle, of the times they were living in. But gradually, she had stopped noticing it. The suitcase blended in with the furniture of the house, its violence domesticated. Meanwhile, days unfolded smoothly.


Until spring came round, that is, when the news trickled in with even more urgency from all over Palestine. People whispered on street corners and in cafes around Haifa. The Zionists had mobilised. They were armed and vicious and determined, going from village to village, town to town, killing and raping. Thousands of Palestinians were fleeing. Entire villages were being burnt and destroyed. At first, even this failed to puncture Eva’s days. The snippets of nightmarish tales she heard were oddly out of place under the shadow of Mount Carmel where, every morning, she left her house behind the Italian hospital near the port and walked the half-hour to school. Down the boulevard that led to Wadi al-Nisnas and up the slight incline at the foot of the mountain towards the International Petroleum Company. Maybe she was immune to the tension consuming the adults. Maybe she was unable to live the words hanging in the air around her. But in the breeze of Haifa’s spring, things seemed ordinary.


Regardless of the reason that made her denial so firm, it faltered all the same in the face of Deir Yassin. 9 April 1948 – a date frozen in time, tightening its grip on our memory the further back in history it falls. A tranquil village, casually reclining against the hills surrounding the holiest of cities – her family’s city, still her city – made to witness such gore. After Deir Yassin, the silence in her mind shattered. How could it not? The stories she heard were horrific, rumours swirling around: Boys and girls were paraded and lined up before being shot in front of their parents. A pregnant Palestinian woman had had her stomach sliced open by a Zionist terrorist, the foetus smashed. Grandparents were mocked and beaten to death by militias roaming the streets. The Zionists had wanted a gruesome spectacle, an example to others, people around her were saying.


That night, after news of the massacre reached them, her father turned off the radio in the kitchen and gathered them in the sitting room to pray. Eva stood between her brother and sister, and the five of them held hands. Her father led the prayer, the same one, he told them, that he would recount to his congregation that Sunday. ‘In these uncertain times,’ he said, ‘we need to put our faith in powers that are greater than us. Our Lord sent His beloved son, His only son, to be tortured and killed for our sins. Such is His love for us humans. Would that same Lord forsake us? It is at times like these, when earthly horrors come up against divine faith, that we believers are tested the most. We need to look beyond our fears and anxieties. We need to lay our burdens at His feet, for they are too great for us to bear. “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest,” Matthew, 11:28.’ Her brother squeezed her hand, comforting her. She had been raised a believer, and she trusted in an otherworldly goodness that would protect her family. Barely a couple of weeks later, as she was in her room, she heard the front door shut and knew her father was going to church.


 


He walked out of the house and turned left towards the city centre. Before he had reached Haifa’s main boulevard, the one that separated their neighbourhood from the much livelier and more crowded Wadi al-Nisnas, he saw the barricades. The Zionists had arrived. They were erecting barriers across the streets and people were being turned back. There was no longer any access to the city centre. Seeing the barriers drew his attention to something else: the sounds of shots descending from the Carmel mountaintop. He had been lost in his own thoughts, oblivious to those noises, thinking them construction sounds or the grunts of the city. Now that he heard them, while looking at this scene in front of him, they sounded ominous.


The feeling of physical confinement hit him with a force that left him suspended, unable to put one foot in front of the other. His mind, which until then had been whirring with messages of faith and conviction, grew still. He was not yet ready to admit what he understood, somewhere in his heart, to be true. Before that knowledge could sink in, before it could be considered and studied, before an informed decision could be made, instinct took over, and regret, where barely a few seconds earlier there had been certainty. Was it too late? Had he left them here for too long? What would they do to his beautiful daughters? His son? He rushed back minutes after leaving and slammed through the front door and into the house. Distraught, he shouted about Haifa being barricaded.


‘The port,’ he yelled, ‘The port is the only way out.’


 


The fear that had permeated the neighbourhood since Deir Yassin suddenly had a face. For all the wavering minds, like her father, the message those massacres sent became clear. The price for staying put was too high. Eva had never seen her father like that. The calm soul, the gentle leader of the parish, the steady patriarch of the family, had gone out the door and returned a few minutes later a primeval shadow of himself. It is a frightful sight to see loved ones reduced to their most basic selves.


‘Pack up! Pack up! We’re leaving! Quick!’ he screamed, jolting Eva out of her shock and back up to her bedroom.


I see her hands tremble as she reaches for the bible and the crucifix. Her most treasured items. The two objects that made her room in Haifa feel like the one she had left in Jerusalem. What else does one pack when confronted with such madness? Perhaps a week’s worth of clothes. A light sweater, as well, for the morning and evening chill. She would be back long before winter.


‘Yalla! Hurry! We’re leaving now!’ my great-grandfather shouted from the front door, where he stood with the bag that had long been prepared. The bag now fulfilling its purpose.


She saw her sister and brother run past her room with a suitcase each, followed by her mother, who rushed in and pulled a few more clothes off the hooks and into Eva’s suitcase before slamming it shut. She grabbed her hand without any kindness, Tata would recall years later. No kindness, just haste, she told me, as if that slight was more offensive than the loss of her home. Eva tried to steady herself against her mother’s pull as she exited the house and paused in its jasmine-lined entrance. Just beyond the gate, people were rushing towards the waterfront, their faces contorted. She looked back as her father locked the door and put the keys in his pocket. Oh good, she thought, he’s shuttered the windows.


In the crush, she lost her bearings, and before she knew it, she was huddled between her older brother and sister in a fisherman’s boat. Her hair was chestnut brown then, curly and short, from the old pictures I have seen – now bookmarks in her bible. Her hastily packed suitcase lay by her feet on the wet floor. She looked at all the boats bobbing in the waves around her, and her eyes wandered towards the shore, where the lights of home melted away and those of south Lebanon shimmered in the distance. Lights that were desperately needed and wholly unwanted. A shudder ran through her body as the boat finally docked, and she joined thousands of others spilling out. She started reciting Bible verses in her head, she told me, wishing she was anywhere but on that pier. She clutched her mother’s hand after landing, her other holding on to the suitcase with the bible and the crucifix, the same one that hung above my head as I dozed off behind her every afternoon in Amman.










Chapter 4


The Tatas in al-Abdali visited each other daily, going to this one’s garden or that one’s balcony. They are in our house today, sitting on our back porch, drinking Arabic coffee with cardamom and gossiping. Laith is with the neighbourhood kids in the alley behind our house and Nadim is napping. Mama is sweeping sand off our patio for the umpteenth time. ‘This is the land of dust,’ she complains over and over, ‘it is like emptying the sea with a bucket.’ With the broom, Mama is as much sweeping sand as expunging the fortune that had landed her here, in this desert city, hilly and hot, nothing like her Mediterranean Beirut. ‘We would just go for a dip in the sea whenever we wanted,’ she would say, making her days sound like an endless summer. Instead, here she was, in a sleepy town, sweeping, cleaning, waiting for Baba to wake up. I run barefoot across the patio, the sand tickling my toes, and jump down into the garden, sinking my feet in the soil. I walk around, looking beneath the bushes and in the far corners, trying to find my tortoises.


 


The Friday before, we had joined neighbours and friends on the hour-long drive to the hills north of Amman, where we frequently picnicked in a wood that had somehow been dubbed the Scandinavian Forest – a name that failed to live up to its fjord-like aspirations. The convoy of cars left the highway and climbed up the hill, parking near the top, right under a big green sign that read ‘Forest of the Martyr Wasfi al-Tal, established 1973’. Iceboxes, trays of food, argileh pipes and barbecues all came out of the trunks and we each carried a load towards a clearing that was, in minutes, buzzing with activity.


Baba joined the men, pulling up one of the white plastic chairs we had brought with us into a semi-circle. A few were lighting coals for the argileh, which my dad never smoked, preferring his cigarettes instead. An icebox next to them was filled with Amstel beers, and Baba picked one up as he settled down. I clambered onto his knees. ‘You don’t want to play football with the other kids?’ he asked. I shook my head and burrowed against his body as he rested his arm around me. I hadn’t seen him this relaxed in months. He turned on his portable radio, which was just beeping into the short news segment at the top of the hour. Baba raised the volume.


‘يا زلمة’ one of his friends said, ‘give us a rest from the news.’


A chorus of nods and yeses followed from the small group. Baba chuckled.


‘There’s never a rest for people like us,’ he pushed back.


‘ليش؟ Is something happening?’ another chimed in, worried.


‘No, no,’ Baba was quick to reassure him. ‘Nothing here, thankfully. But the intifada next door.’


‘It’s incredible. Abu Ammar must be losing it in Tunis. Do you think anything will come of it?’


‘I don’t know,’ Baba added. ‘How long do these people think they can keep their boots on our necks without a peep from us?’


‘They’ve kept it long enough. Our cousins are determined, ya akhi, they’re not going to give this up. You think a kid with a stone is going to scare them?’


Baba raised his hands in a prayer gesture to the sky, a sign of helplessness or confusion.


‘But they look like criminals in front of the world,’ he argued. ‘They can’t hide the occupation any more when they’re mowing children down. The US won’t put up with this.’


‘They’ve been mowing children down since ’forty-eight,’ another responded. ‘Look at Beirut after we left.’


The men fell quiet. As the news segment wound down, another person broke the silence, calling on his kid to bring nuts for them to snack on.


‘How’s work going with you?’ the man next to us asked Baba, changing the topic.


‘It’s good. It’s good,’ Baba answered. ‘Things are slow. This country, مش عارف, it just doesn’t have what it takes. Maybe I’ll explore the market in Lebanon once things calm down.’


Baba had been working for a small company with a manager he detested and, one day, after an acrimonious exchange, he had quit in fury, taking along with him clients whose loyalty he had won. ‘It is now or never,’ Mama preached, encouraging him to start his own maritime business, which he had long wanted to do. ‘I can cover us for a while,’ she insisted, even though her secretarial salary was hardly enough. It was a gamble that could have gone either way, and the odds were not encouraging.


The men started talking about work and I slid off his knees to go get Mama, who was sitting around the plastic table with the other women. A floral polyester cover had been pulled over the top and numerous Tupperware containers spread out: fattoush, tabbouleh, hummus, muttabal, falafel, za’atar, labaneh. They were skewering lamb cubes, pieces of chicken, and kofta, marinated the night before, and preparing them for the grill. I tugged at her blouse.


‘It’s just not possible,’ one woman was saying, ‘all those troubles start when you choose to marry someone who is not from your background.’


‘God help the children,’ another added, shaking her head, ‘they should just stay together. Divorce is cruel on kids.’


Others nodded in agreement.


‘By the way,’ someone piped in, ‘sorry to change the subject entirely, but did you hear that the Royal Automobile Club is postponing its pool opening this year?’


Mama turned to me and winked. Yalla, she mouthed, and then turned to the women.


‘Let me just go for a walk with Tareq,’ she announced, ‘he’s restless.’


‘Habibi, why don’t you go play football,’ Mama’s friend said, pointing the skewer in her hand at the boys who had fanned out into the clearing, lining rocks on either side of the expanse to mark the goal posts for their game. Girls skipped rope next to them. I shook my head.


‘Yalla,’ Mama said, ‘I’ll be right back.’


She wiped her hands, mouthed a thank you to me, and looked back to make sure Baba was distracted. The trick was to get him sufficiently engrossed in one conversation or another so she could slip away without him noticing her absence. Baba was determined to act as if he were unable to function without her. ‘Rima!’ he shouted as we packed for the picnic, ‘can you make me a Nescafé?’ All morning, his demands rang out, one after the other. ‘Rima, have you seen my trainers?’ ‘Rima, don’t forget to pack my portable radio.’ Rima! Rima! Rima! Rima put up with this, even as she grumbled that all she wanted was peace and quiet. She spent her days seeking both, with growing frustration at her failure to secure either. Out in the woods, as Baba fell into the commotion around him, and as Laith and Nadim were swept up in the football game, she and I melted into the shrubbery. Away from Baba’s incessant nagging and the dreariness of Amman’s small talk. Away from the shrieks of children. Away from the tiresome need to explain my disinterest in football.


‘Thank you for saving me,’ she whispered, as we walked away from the clearing, ‘these women can talk. Talk and talk and talk, and God knows what they’re saying. My head is already numb. I need to stretch my legs.’


We walked deep into the wood, which wasn’t very deep at all, and around the periphery. We walked without speaking, the ground crunchy under our feet. Birds flew down from the bare treetops to pick up twigs for their nests. The sun splashed pools of light on the ground. The air smelled woody and fragrant, doused in pine. Only the evergreen trees were still green. In some corners, we saw the small white flowers that Baba told me were called dog farts. Empty water bottles and cola cans were scattered here and there, next to the charred remains of bonfires. We walked down to the barbed wire set up around the forest and then alongside it. Mama sought quiet on those walks, and that was fine by me, because I was hunting.


From our first visit to the wood, I could spot the tortoises ambling about, their short stumpy legs protruding outwards, bending under the weight of their shells. Some hunts failed; others yielded trophies to bring home. Anxious tortoise shit in the trunk of our car was not an unusual outcome from our days in the Scandinavian Forest.
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