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To the Ackareys









A fish said to another fish, “Above this sea of ours, there is another sea, with creatures swimming in it—and they live there, even as we live here.”


The fish replied, “Pure fancy! Pure fancy! When you know that everything that leaves our sea by even an inch, and stays out of it, dies. What proof have you of other lives in other seas?”


—Kahlil Gibran, The Forerunner







PROLOGUE


MAHRAJAN


LABOR DAY WEEKEND, 2008


Before everything changed that afternoon, Rita Khoury had been so happy that she’d finally stopped thinking about unhappy people elsewhere. The night before, in a mid-priced chain hotel off I-84 in central Connecticut, she and Jonah Gross had had incredibly gratifying sex before falling asleep in each other’s arms on cool sheets as the A/C lowed. The next morning, after showers and coffee, Rita felt a warm buzz of contentment while sitting in the passenger seat of Jonah’s Mini Cooper on the Mass Pike heading east. At a certain point after Worcester, she realized that not once that morning had she observed a stray object aside the road and tensed, thinking it was perhaps an IED or the charred corpse of a dog, goat, or child. She understood this to mean that she was unusually relaxed, Jonah’s right hand in hers on her knee as his left maneuvered the wheel.


She was both eager and anxious to go the mahrajan, to reintroduce Jonah to her sister and present him for the first time to her mother, her nephew and niece, and, of course, to Bobby and the high-tech leg that had replaced his real one. She hadn’t been to a mahrajan in nine years, and while one part of her thrilled to join the line of dancers—something that had filled her childhood heart with a sense of the exotic world that awaited her beyond Massachusetts—another part was reminded of the constraining flatness of childhood, the tyranny of day trips in the back seat of the car (relieved only by a book), the feeling that provincial adolescence would never end and that the big, dazzling universe would never, ever unfold before her.


Funny, she considered, she’d always thought that the first boyfriend she’d bring to the mahrajan one day would be Sami. There would be a comforting sense that the dancing, the food, the old ladies gossiping in Arabic with their startling glottal stops every few syllables wouldn’t be strange and new to him, that she wouldn’t have to do much cultural translating. You’re about to see Arabic culture distilled through a hundred years of a Boston accent and mostly Republican politics, she’d have told Sami, and he’d have said, Well, fair enough, you’ve seen your share of Arabic culture distilled through a bunch of French bourgeois snobs, and they would have both laughed and had a wonderful time dancing dabke and drinking arak with her relatives, who—that one prior time they had met Sami, the Christmas of 2002, before the invasion—had found him handsome and impossibly sophisticated, with his French accent and all the places he’d lived.


But, of course, all that had been before she’d sabotaged herself. And it so happened that the first boyfriend she was bringing to this festival that figured so strongly in her earliest memories was, like her, an American and, unlike her, Jewish.


And now Jonah squeezed her hand twice and said, “So, hey. Tell me more about your people you’re about to drag me into.”


How to explain the Lebanese Maronites of Boston’s North Shore? When she thought of her father’s people en masse, she always thought first of their eyes, dark and soft and kind and looking a bit heartbroken, even if the person in question was not, with inky smudges beneath them, suggesting fatigue and defeat, even if, again, such was not the case. Then pair those eyes, those supple olive faces, with a Boston accent, full of dropped Rs and that adenoidal flatness, as though invisible fingers were pinching the nose shut.


To her, such faces had always signified family and home, security and prosperity. But seeing similar faces in Iraq had provoked other feelings in her. How could a face look so familiar yet also be a portal to poverty, displacement, terror, despair, bottomless depression, trauma, rage—and, finally, empty resignation? How often she had watched the warmth, the hospitality in such faces at war with the suspicion, the bone-deep anger, the spiritual exhaustion.


So now, to Jonah, she merely said, “Lebanese Maronites were mountain peasants a hundred years ago, totally looked down on by the Beirut elite, who were Sunni or Orthodox. But here in the U.S. they’ve all become doctors and lawyers and bankers and business owners. So they made out okay.”


Jonah laughed. “They sound pretty much like the Jews of northern Westchester County.”


“They are basically Jews,” she said. “They love Israel.”


“They do?”


“Of course,” she said sharply. “But since 9/11, all they want is to fit in and not have Americans think of them as Arabs or Muslims.”


Jonah gave her the side-eye. “Your voice is escalating.”


She laughed. “I know. But I get annoyed at Arab Americans who try to fly under the radar.”


“You mean literally? Going through security at the airport?”


She laughed and brushed away his hand on her knee. She loved his dry, fucking-with-you sense of humor. “Just drive,” she commanded.


They’d been on a rather desolate industrial strip off the highway, but now they found themselves in downtown Lawton, driving through the grid of what could be so many Northeastern former factory towns, an array of peeling, triple-decker homes, late-Victorian dark-brick hulks of churches and schools, storefronts with grand old engraved signage reading Woolworth or Feinstein’s Apparel, then, in their windows, plywood or tin placards reading COMIDA LATINA or ABOGADO Y AGENTE DE BIENES RAÍCES. A few buildings, like a library and a municipal office, were clad in early-1970s Brutalist concrete, gray facades scarred now with graffiti and grime.


They passed under an archway sign, slightly the worse for wear, reading LAWTON: IMMIGRANT CITY & BIRTHPLACE OF LABOR RIGHTS.


Jonah read the sign aloud. “Really?”


“It’s true,” Rita said, shaking her head and smiling. “Well, I don’t know about birthplace. But one of the greatest mill-worker strikes in the world happened here in 1912 when the workers’ hours were cut. About twenty thousand workers from countries all over Europe walked out.” Rita got emotional and proprietary when talking about this strike, as she had since she was eleven, when, obsessed with it, she’d written a history paper on it.


“But then,” she continued, “the textile industry here dried up, right around when Puerto Ricans moved here, and the long-timers blamed the Puerto Ricans for ruining the city and moved out, and then the Dominicans and the Southeast Asians moved here, and with no jobs anymore it became the drug capital of northern New England. And now it’s the poorest city in Massachusetts, and the schools are in receivership, and families like mine will only come here once in a blue moon for something like the mahrajan, and they’re scared their cars will be stolen. And voilà, that’s what you’re seeing around you now. The once great and mighty Lawton.”


“It’s like an old Hudson River town,” Jonah commented.


“Except without the trendy hipster renaissance.”


“Mm.”


“But it is where I’m from,” Rita said. “I mean really from. My family. Much more than the suburbs.” She pointed up ahead to the left. “That’s the church.” She rolled down the car windows. “Listen, you can hear the music.”


Jonah nodded appreciatively. “I feel like we’re going to a souk.”


They pulled into the parking lot of a sandstone church with an asymmetrically peaked roof and an air of having been built during the Nixon administration. The facade bore an enormous mosaic of a black-haired, large-nosed Jesus, arms outstretched, two-dimensional and with a stylized nimbus around his head, in a Byzantine style, mountains in the distance.


Jonah laughed. “Now that’s a Jewy-looking Jesus! Oh yes! I’m gonna like this.”


“That’s the genuine Sephardic Jesus,” Rita noted. “And you’re right,” she added, kissing Jonah on the nose. “He does look a bit like you.”


On the far side of the parking lot was a very large tent, crowded with people, from which wafted the scent of grilled meat and spices. Live music throbbed, all hand drums and synthesizer keyboards meant to sound like an oud. A man’s voice wailed in Arabic over the instrumentation.


Rita’s face lit up in recognition. “Oh, listen! This is a very famous song. It’s called ‘Ana Wel Habib.’ Me and my love.”


“Anna well habib,” Jonah parroted her.


“Just give me a sec.” She pulled down the mirror over the passenger seat in the car, extracted lipstick and eyeliner from her bag. She’d never much cared about her looks or fashion, but over the years she’d learned to make at least half an effort, certainly in group settings, and particularly when with her mother. She’d started coloring over the wiry gray strands that had begun popping out of her dark curly hair, watched what she ate and how much wine she drank, managed to exercise every few days, bought a few fashionable new things to wear every season. Most nights she moisturized half-heartedly. That was about the length to which she went in terms of self-presentation. When they first met her, most people thought she was black Irish, half-Italian perhaps, and couldn’t account for a certain deep-set intensity in her eyes and a modest but noticeable bridge in her nose. Arabs however, often asked, Inti Arabi? and she’d smile and answer, Nus, half. Certain half-Arab women, like Ally, her beloved princess of an older sister, were preposterously beautiful, dark chocolate hair and enormous brown eyes popping off creamy skin, but Rita didn’t think she’d gotten that particular deal of the cards. She thought she was okay looking, not stunning but not unsightly, even if her eyes’ relation to her nose vaguely evoked a Picasso. And that had always suited her just fine, to the very minimal extent she’d ever cared about such things—far, far less than Ally, she was sure of that.


She and Jonah walked, arm in arm, toward the tent, where a large circle of people, hand in hand, moved rightward in increments to the music, step-step-kick-and-stomp, the basic components of the dabke, which she’d been dancing at weddings since she was four years old.


“You are getting on that dance floor with me, you know,” she said.


Jonah was squinting toward the tent. “It looks like the hora,” he said.


“It’s not that different. You cross your left leg in the front, though, not the back, before you kick. It’s easy. If the Irish side of my family can learn to do it, you can. Come on, you’re a Semite. It’s in your genes.”


“This Semite needs a beer first.”


Before they entered the tent, her nephew Charlie, six, and niece Leila, eight, bounded out of the crowd toward them, tackling her. “Auntie Rita, Auntie Rita!” they shouted.


“Oh my God!” Rita laughed, kneeling down to hug them. “Hi, guys! It’s so good to see you!”


Leila hopped on one foot before her. “Look, look, I got a tattoo on my face. Do you know what it is?”


“It’s a monkey!”


“It’s a chimpanzee! The girls at the table over there did it.”


Rita kissed her niece. “It’s so cool, Lei-lei.”


Charlie hopped up and down before her, too. “What’s mine? Can you tell?”


“It’s an alligator.”


He frowned. “It’s a crocodile!”


“Ohhh, it’s a crocodile! How can you tell the difference?”


Charlie’s frown deepened. “Auntie Rita, you should be able to tell!”


“Yeah.” It was Jonah, who squeezed her shoulder from above. “Auntie Rita, you should really be able to tell.”


“I know, I should,” said Rita, game. “Lei-lei and Charlie, this is my boyfriend, Jonah.”


Charlie looked up at him. “Are you gonna dance dubbie?” he asked.


Leila frowned at her younger brother. “It’s dub-kee. With a k.”


Jonah shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll dance dubbie, too.”


This cracked up Charlie, though Leila continued to frown skeptically.


Ally stepped out of the tent, striding purposefully toward them in khaki capri pants and a French sailor’s top. She’d dialed up her smile, as ready to charm as when she was five and had campaigned, successfully, to be the snow queen in the school holiday pageant. Rita, who had not seen her in three months, rose and hugged her older sister and only sibling, feeling, as she had felt since they were little girls, that when she was with Ally nothing could go wrong, or that even if anything did, it didn’t matter much because Ally—crisp, capable, diplomatic, and kind—would fix it.


“You guys are attacking Auntie Rita already and she’s not even in the tent!” Ally exclaimed, one hand still loosely holding her sister’s.


“We’re not attacking her, we’re showing her our tattoos,” Charlie corrected.


Ally leveled her eyes at Rita and Jonah. “They’re temporary tattoos, thank God.” She then regarded Rita keenly. “You look amazing.”


You say “amazing” as though it’s some dramatic improvement from the last time you saw me, Rita wanted to tease. But instead she said, “Thank you! So do you! I love your hair.”


Ally’s face darkened. “Do you really?” She’d had her long curls cropped into something short and even a bit playful and edgy. “You don’t think it makes me look too—” She faltered for the word.


“Butch?” Rita offered.


“Well, no, not butch. I don’t care about that. Just too ... severe?”


“You mean butch?”


“No!”


“You don’t look butch. It’s perfectly adorable. Very chic.”


Ally—for whom looks had always been a central concern, even if both humility and feminism had forever admonished her for this—seemed to slacken with genuine relief. “Well, thank you. Gary said that I looked ready for the women’s softball team.”


“No!” exclaimed Rita. Gary was her brother-in-law, a human resources executive for a biotech firm on Route 128, whom she found impenetrably dull at best and reliably offensive at worst. She felt the pang of inflamed sisterly loyalty she often felt toward Ally in relation to Gary’s jabs, which Ally strove to find funny. But then again, Rita always had to remind herself, Ally had made her choices. And so had she.


Ally then hugged Jonah. “Well, hello again!” They’d met a month before in D.C., when Ally had come down alone for a work conference and stayed overnight with Rita. Later, Ally had texted Rita: He’s a keeper. Daddy will love him. And Rita had texted back: And mom? And Ally had texted back: Does mom love anyone? lol. And then Rita: Mom loved Seamus. That had been the family dog back in their elementary school years.


Now Ally asked Jonah: “Are you ready for Middle Eastern exotica?”


Jonah pointed to Rita. “What do you think I have right here?”


Ally laughed. “You should’ve heard her growing up when she had a Massachusetts accent. Very exotic.”


“Hmm,” said Jonah, turning to Rita. “I bet that was sexy.”


Rita blushed. “We need to terminate this line of conversation right now.” She could joke about her childhood Boston accent, which was still unfortunately preserved on some old cassettes and VHS tapes that she knew her sister held on to, probably for blackmail purposes someday.


Ally herded everyone toward the tent. “Come in, come in! Everyone wants to meet you, Jonah. They might let you eat and drink something before they pull you onto the dance floor.”


They slipped inside. Rita tensed involuntarily. Suddenly, she was surrounded by Arabs—talking, laughing, eating, drinking, dancing, gambling, crowding together to take pictures, chasing children, gesticulating, throwing dollar bills at the belly dancer. She scanned a sea of dark hair, save the rare visiting non-Arab, somebody’s friend or relative by marriage, and of course save certain women who, in time-honored Lebanese style, insisted on living as brassy blondes.


And she spotted the old ladies, the taytahs and sittus and the tantes, hunched over in their chairs and clucking together, their hair rigidly set, their giant black patent-leather purses upended from their laps by adoring grandchildren who climbed all over them. They reminded Rita of her own late sittu, the formidable Marguerite Daou Khoury, who in the 1970s and ’80s held court at the mahrajan in grand fashion, loudly discoursing on whether Irish or Italian men made better husbands for Lebanese women or correcting the other sittus on the proper way to roll a stuffed grape leaf.


They were winding their way through tables, Rita scanning faces left and right that all felt vaguely familiar yet were mostly unplaceable, until the face she sought came into focus. Her Irish mother, Mary Jo Khoury (née Coughlin), unsmiling, her white, crinkly skin like phyllo dough, with her sensible auburn wash-and-wear hairdo, poking judgmentally at a plate of hummus with a bit of pita bread.


“Look at Ma,” Rita whispered to Ally as they approached the table. “Still looking at the food like it’s alien even though she’s been eating it half her life.”


Ally laughed. “So true! You know that after all these years, she still thinks the whole thing is a little bit Ali Baba magic carpet.”


“Ha!” said Rita. “But I’m still happy to see the crabby old gal.”


And also: Hadn’t she heard that cousin Bobby would be here? Where was he?


“Hiiiii!” She beamed toward the table, forcing sunshine out of herself. Dutifully, she went to her mother first. “Don’t get up,” Rita said, embracing her and pecking her cheek. “Ma,” she pulled Jonah forward, “this is the guy I’ve been talking about.”


Jonah thrust forth a hand. “It’s very nice to finally meet you, Mrs. Khoury.”


Mary Jo grabbed his arm, pulled him down toward her, and planted a dry, dutiful kiss on his cheek. “Don’t make me feel old,” she said. “Just call me Mary Jo. It’s nice to finally meet you, too. I’ve gotten an earful about you.”


“A good earful, I hope.”


Mary Jo cocked her head at her younger daughter. “She’s crazy about you. You must be smart. She doesn’t have any patience with dummies.”


Rita shaded her face with her brow and shook her head. “Ma, you are mortifying me already.”


But her mother waved her off. “Why are you so late? We thought you’d be here an hour ago.” She delivered this in her Merrimack Valley accent, nasal and underwhelmed. “I didn’t know it took so long to get up here from Connecticut.”


“We left early, but we got hungry and stopped for breakfast in Worcester,” Rita said.


Her mother shook her head. “You probably don’t have any appetite now for all the nice things here.”


“Believe me,” said Jonah, “I have an appetite.”


Rita pulled her mother’s paper plate of hummus and tabooleh close, tearing off a piece of bread for Jonah. “Why isn’t Dad here yet?” she asked.


“He’s in surgeries until four,” Ally supplied.


Rita turned to Jonah. “Story of our childhood,” she groaned.


“Hey!” Mary Jo pointed an indignant finger her way. “You think he put you through Harvard on peanuts?”


But Rita just snatched more pita from her mother’s plate and passed it to Jonah. “You’ve always loved that peanuts line, Ma. Anyway, listen. I thought you said you were bringing Bobby today.”


At this, everyone laughed, including Mary Jo. “Oh, your cousin’s here, don’t worry,” she said. “Go take a look on the dance floor.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Go see.”


Rita wove her way through a few tables to get closer to the dance floor in the center, where a large circle of people were stepping in unison a few paces to the right, then, with a kick, bobbing upward a moment before moving on. And there, with his high-tech prosthetic leg with a Nike at the end of it, his arm on the shoulder of the man to his left, his Red Sox cap askew on his head, was Bobby, his face aglow with joy, stepping and kicking along with the rest.


Rita gasped, delighted. “Oh, Bobby!” she cried, to no one in particular. But an older woman to her right heard her.


“You know him?” she asked Rita.


Rita, still smiling and shaking her head, her eyes fixed on Bobby, grateful that her first sight of him in so long had been a happy one, said, “It’s my baby cousin.”


“God bless him,” the woman said.


Rita laughed. “That’s for sure.”


When the song ended, everyone clapped, and several of the dancers, especially the children, crowded around Bobby to hug and kiss him and take pictures with him. Rita laughed out loud again. She hung back off the dance floor and waited until Bobby, his fans dispersed, spotted her and walked toward her, with a far more fluid gait now than when she’d last seen him, when he was still acclimating himself to the prosthesis.


She held open her arms. “The star of the mahrajan is an Irishman!” she said, as they hugged.


“Look who’s here!” he said. “Lovely Rita, meetah maid.” He’d been calling her that since he first heard that song when he was six years old. Bobby was one of the only ones in the family who made no effort whatever to suppress his Boston accent. It had been a mark of regional pride among him and the other Massholes when he was in Iraq.


“Look at you,” she said. “You look great!” And, truly, he did. He was part of a network of Iraq and Afghanistan vets from north of Boston and southern New Hampshire who met informally throughout the week at various gyms and worked out together before hitting Denny’s or Applebee’s, and the intact original parts of his body were impressively built up.


And the face: How could Rita not love that face, the ginger crew cut and facial scruff, the shit-eating grin, the watery blue eyes that were like her mother’s and her uncle Terry’s but full of delight and trouble instead of sourness and doom? The little cousin she’d proudly and proprietarily taken to the amusement park in summer at Salisbury Beach for the Tuesday night half-price-entry special, the cousin who made her feel so mature when she’d pull her own money out of her pocketbook to buy him ride tickets and fried dough, and the cousin who inflated her ego when, upon her attempts to explain some complex matter of politics or science, he would say, “You’re wicked smaht, Rita. You’re probably gonna go to Hahvahd, ahn’cha?”


But now, as they grinned at each other, he said, “Naw. You look great. You look even bettah than when I see you on the nightly news using your fancy policy talk.”


Only Bobby could drop such bullshit on her, make her shriek with laughter. “Shut up!” she laughed. “I wanna push you but I can’t anymore.”


“Yeah, you can. Go ahead, push me. Right in the chest.”


“No!”


“Go ahead. You think I’m not strong? I’m still a fuckin’ barrel chest.”


“No, Bobby, I am not shoving you!”


“Who’s shoving who here?”


Rita turned. It was Jonah, slipping his hand around her waist. For a nanosecond, Rita was annoyed that Jonah had crashed their cousinly mini-reunion so quickly, before catching herself.


“Jonah, this is my cousin Bobby, who I told you about,” she said. “And Bobby, this is my boyfriend, Jonah.”


Jonah and Bobby shook hands. Bobby beamed. “Nice-ta-meech-ya.”


“Likewise. Rita’s told me a lot about you.”


“Yeah, well,” Bobby said, still grinning. “She probably told you what a little wiseass I was to her growing up and then how pissed at me she was when I told her I was signing up.”


“I wasn’t pissed at you,” she corrected. “I was worried because I was already in Iraq and it was already becoming a nightmare, and then my mother tells me that you are voluntarily signing up to be a part of it. She turned to Jonah. “And then he e-mails me to tell me they’re sending him to Ramadi when it’s become the center of the insurgency.”


“Cuz, I had to come over to find you, ’cause I missed you!”


Rita released a short, bitter laugh. “Well, I’d been sent away with my tail between my legs long before you finally got there.”


“At least ya still got two legs.”


“Whoa!” Jonah interjected. “I feel like I’m watching a Laurel and Hardy routine here.”


Rita laughed and put an arm around him. “We’ve been putting on this show for many years, haven’t we, cuz?”


“Well, look,” said Jonah. “You’re both here and alive and together today. That’s the amazing thing.”


Throughout the exchange, Bobby’s grin never left his face. “Back with more fuckin’ Arabs!” he crowed, gesturing around him. “I just can’t get enough.”


Rita cracked up with him. “You are the worst!” she said. She turned to Jonah. “He has no boundaries. Zero. He is the human embodiment of political incorrectness.”


The three walked off the dance floor back toward the family table, Jonah slightly ahead. Lightly, Rita guided Bobby by the elbow. “Be serious and tell me how you are,” she said.


But he turned to her with the same bullshit smile. “I’m fuckin’ awesome!” he said. “How are you?”


“Stop it! Seriously. How’s your head?”


“It’s still sitting on my neck.”


“Stop it. You still get together with the vets?”


“Three times a week.”


“That’s good. You still seeing—um—” Rita faltered, forgetting the name of Bobby’s last girlfriend.


“Cheryl the amputee addict?”


Rita just rolled her eyes, exhausted already from trying to make Bobby cut the jokes. He’d privately nicknamed his last girlfriend that because he’d been the second amputee vet she’d dated in four years.


“Yes, that’s who I mean,” Rita said.


“Naw. That ended back in the winter.”


“What happened?”


He shook his head, to suggest he was at a loss. “I just wasn’t feeling that anymore.”


“Oh. Okay. Well as long as you’re doing okay.”


“I told you I’m doin’ fuckin’ awesome.”


“Okay! Good.”


“How are you doin’?” Bobby pointed up ahead, to where Jonah was settling in at the family table. “What’s goin’ on here? You gonna get married?”


Rita snorted derisively. “No, I’m not going to get married. What would anyone ever get married for?”


“You been with him, what, a year now?”


“Nearly. He’s a great guy.”


“First a Palestinian, now a Jew. You just can’t get away from the neighborhood.”


“Please,” she scoffed. “Jonah’s never even been to Israel.”


Bobby was uncharacteristically silent for a moment. “We gotta get him on the dance floor today and check out his moves,” he then said.


Rita beamed. “You’re right, we totally do!” She was glad the conversation had lightened. She turned to him. “I love that after all these years you still love coming to this thing. That makes me so happy.”


“I love me some dabke,” he said, inserting a giant guttural noise, as if hacking up phlegm, where the hard k went, and they both cracked up.


“Honorary Arab,” she told him, as they rejoined the others at the table.


But no sooner had they sat than the synthesizer keyboardist, positioned with the drummers in the corner of the dance floor, directly beneath large Lebanese and American flags hung side by side, struck up notes to a brisk four-four beat. Nearly every adult under the large tent turned again toward the dance floor, eyes aglow with recognition and anticipation, hands brought together in rhythmic clapping. “Yalla!” called several of the older men. The musicians smiled broadly, having elicited from the crowd the response they clearly sought.


Rita and Ally turned toward one another, laughing. “The time has come!” Ally said.


“It always does!”


Jonah put a hand on Rita’s arm. “What time?”


“This is the song to end all songs,” Rita explained. “It’s called ‘Nassam Alayna Al Hawa.’ It was sung by Fairouz, who is the ultimate diva of Lebanon and is worshipped by every Lebanese person on the planet, and it’s all about missing the homeland, and whenever it’s played all the old folks will start crying. Just look around you.”


Sure enough, old ladies were dabbing tears from their eyes, clutching one another’s arms as their heads bobbed to the beat.


And now the gentleman playing the synthesizer said into his microphone, “Ladies and gentlemen, a beloved classic of our mahrajan, Ramona Bistany and her daughter, Nicole.”


From around a screen erected behind the musicians, out stepped Ramona Bistany—now likely in her early seventies and looking about half a foot shorter than Rita remembered her but every bit the diva still, nimbus of bottle-blond hair intact, face preternaturally smooth and plumped, in a peach-colored shirred chiffon dress and heeled sandals, smiling broadly and lightly clapping to the beat with the microphone in her hand, her long nails—painted peach to match her dress—carefully splayed. And alongside her was her daughter, Nicole, whom Rita remembered from church merely as a husky tomboy in button-down flannel shirts and Dickies. Now here she was alongside her mother, her own microphone in hand, her dark hair in a crew cut, in khakis with rolled cuffs and a polo shirt.


“Ahlan wa sahlan!” called Ramona, lacing her left arm around her daughter, who laced her right arm, in turn, around her mother’s still tiny waist. “Welcome to the mahrajan!”


Rita, Ally, and Bobby all traded wide grins. “Looks like Nicole raided the boy’s department at Filene’s Basement,” Bobby cracked.


“So I guess the whole tomboy thing wasn’t a phase,” Rita said to her sister. “Even having the world’s most glamorous mother can’t make you put on a dress if you don’t want to.”


Ramona Bistany then warbled out the first lines of the song, which, during the fifteen years of civil war in Lebanon, and even after, became the anthem of the Lebanese diaspora, sung everywhere by Lebanese who’d fled and nursed romantic memories of a halcyon prewar land. Then, holding Nicole’s hand, she turned to her daughter expectantly, and Nicole sang the second line of the song in her not-bad tenor. Back and forth they went like this, all eyes on them, wet ones from the elders, everyone clapping to the beat.


Rita, smiling, shook her head. “So tribal,” she remarked.


Ally shoved her gently. “You know you love it. Who’s the only one here who learned Arabic?”


Jonah, perhaps feeling protective, put an arm around her. “Her Arabic blows my mind.”


“It’s so rusty,” Rita allowed, “now that I don’t use it every day.”


“She’s a very smart girl,” chimed in Mary Jo. “Always has been.”


Rita turned in surprised delight to her mother. “Did I just get a compliment from you, Ma? Do my ears deceive me?”


Her mother rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me out to be some kinda Mommie Dearest,” she snapped, making Rita and Ally collapse in laughter.


Ramona Bistany strode to the edge of the dance floor, began pulling people from their folding chairs. “Yalla!” she called into her microphone. “Hayaa linarquas! Time for dabke.” Bit by bit, people rose, joined hands, made their way onto the dance floor. Wives tugged husbands, children tugged sittus and jiddes, until an ever-lengthening line began inching its way sideways, then curling to draw an arc past the musicians.


Charlie threw himself into Mary Jo’s lap. “Come on, Nana, dance dubee with us, please, pleeeeez?”


“Look at those beseeching eyes, Ma,” Rita gibed.


Mary Jo slowly stood. “How does your father manage to get out of this and not me?” she asked, of no one in particular. But she had an arm around her grandson as she said it.


Everyone cheered Mary Jo’s acquiescence. “That’s it, Ma!” Ally cried. “Keepin’ it real at the mahrajan.”


As a family, they threaded their way through the tables, joined hands, and attached themselves to the end of the line as it snaked its way around the dance floor. Ramona and Nicole Bistany sang together above the clamor. Rita had lived in Beirut long enough to know what the lyrics meant: “My heart is scared of growing up estranged. / And my home wouldn’t recognize me. / Take me home, take me home.”


Rita’s right hand was enlaced in Jonah’s, her left in Bobby’s. To the right and then ever so slightly back to the left, everyone stepped, stepped, kicked, and stomped, repeating this sequence in endless cycles. Ramona and Nicole Bistany joined the end of the line as they continued to sing, linked by a silk handkerchief that each clutched in one hand.


Rita laughed, smiled first at Jonah, then at Bobby, who was keeping up with the steps flawlessly. She watched her mother between her nephew and niece, all traces of being put-upon lost, her face in a wide-open expression of pleasure.


Much later Rita wondered whether it was her instincts from Iraq, that adrenaline-induced hyper-attentiveness to one’s surroundings so typical of veterans and others who’ve lived in a war zone, that made her notice, well before anyone else seemed to, the man walking toward the dancers at a strangely swift clip from the parking lot, bent slightly forward, in his hands a dark object that Rita at first could not decipher. Even as she continued to dance, her eyes remained fixed on him as he came closer toward them. Then she identified the object in his hand, and her heart was stabbed with terror.






PART ONE


THE OLD WORLD







CHAPTER ONE


THE COUGHLINS AND THE KHOURYS


(1912– )


In Lawton, the mills dominated everything. You could hardly believe that the city was part of the tranquil Merrimack Valley of northeastern Massachusetts, its lush, rolling green hills cleaved in two by a broad and gently winding river once lined with Pennacook Indians spearing fish, then with sparsely settled Yankee farmers of modest ambition. But by 1912, the year of the great strike that drew the world’s attention, the mills along the riverbanks had grown so large and long that if you beheld the city from very high above you would have seen a swath of green violated by massive, miles-long blocks of brown brick spiked with dirty black towers and, in the instance of the Ayer Mill, a forbidding clock tower with a mansard roof that flared and then peaked like a medieval executioner’s hood.


From the banks on either side of the river Lawton sprawled away over a claustrophobic seven square miles of further unloveliness: churches, synagogues, and municipal buildings constructed with a ponderously Victorian hand; dark brick, triple-decker tenements whose backsides, meeting close together, were a riot of rickety wood-slat porches, clotheslines, and dirty alleys. At its borders, the anxious, needy city loosened back into green hills and the white-painted, black-shuttered homesteads of the surrounding colonial towns of Mendhem and West Mendhem, full of Protestant farmers with narrow eyes and jaws clenched tight against the winter cold.


But Lawton itself—erected hastily in the 1840s by Irish laborers to the scientific specifications of Boston Brahmin merchants looking to harness the power of the river to enrich their well-tailored pockets—was a dark city founded strictly for capitalist purposes, intent on squeezing as much horsepower out of its workers as out of its own river, which had been carved and dammed into roaring usefulness. Six days a week from shortly after dawn until dinnertime, the city’s massive mills thrummed with the deafening clack-clack of thousands of looms and spinners, as dark-eyed boys and girls from the poorest quarters of Europe and the Mediterranean, in wool caps or with copious black hair piled up high on their heads, coughed and wheezed in vast rooms where the wispy remnants of lamb’s wool floated in the air like tiny ghosts. Once, a man got caught in the looms and was thrown into the air and against the opposite wall, dying hours later in Lawton General Hospital, where nurses driven by a Christian sense of mission sweated uncomplainingly under severe white muslin dresses that covered every part of the body.


Fortunately for the Coughlins, not since the Civil War years had their kind had to break their backs stoning up the dam, laying miles of brick, or working the monster machines of the mill. They had been some of the first to arrive in the nascent city, in those still vernal American years of James Polk’s presidency, poor and hungry and grateful for wages of any kind. But nearly seventy years on, by the eve of the Great War, the Irish of Lawton, once subservient to a Yankee middle class, now were that very middle class, part of a ruddy-faced network of mayors, judges, aldermen, police and fire chiefs, clerks and bookkeepers, emanating outward from Boston all the way to Providence in the south, Worcester in the west, and Bangor in the north. Alongside book-lined walls and player pianos, behind lace curtains, where women kept immaculate house or returned evenings from respectable jobs as teachers, nurses, seamstresses, and nannies, the Irish of Lawton peered out on the swarthy mobs flooding the streets with their placards and noisemakers in the frigid winter of 1912. Some of those Irish thought the strikers were ingrates who had a fine nerve to be choking up the city’s lifeblood, others sympathized genteelly with the cause, but all of them felt well above those bands of Poles, French, Sicilians, Latvians, and Syrians who’d fixed the world’s eyes on their Babel of unrest, goaded daily by headline-seeking carpetbagger agitators from the Industrial Workers of the World.


Not long after the strike came the Great War, not long after which Frank and Annie Coughlin married. By the time the stock market crashed in 1929, they’d had Rosemary, Frank Jr., Terrence, Olivia, Tara, and baby Edward Coughlin, and they all lived in a fine, large Victorian with stained glass windows on the stair landing, in the Irish neighborhood on the south side of the river, just three blocks from Saint Patrick’s Church, where the family occupied an entire pew in the seventh row on Sunday mornings. They were regarded as one of the finest, most attractive, and most upright families in their community; took part in many religious and civic groups; and spent most of August in a large rented house a block from the ocean at Salisbury Beach.


In 1942, Frank Jr., who’d been melancholy and shy his entire life, hanged himself in the family attic, where he was found by Olivia, who was seventeen at the time. This cast a pall over the entire family for the rest of their lives and considerably darkened their profile in the eyes of the community, some members of which speculated that Frank Jr. had killed himself to avoid service, after Pearl Harbor was attacked. But the truth was, nobody in the Coughlin family really knew why this shy and sweet oldest brother took his own life.


Terrence, who lost all of his boyish smirk after his brother’s death and became a facsimile of his stoic father, trained as a branch manager at a regional bank and married Margaret Callahan, a woman whose unhappiness matched his own, an unfrivolous schoolteacher he met through his sisters, who had also become schoolteachers. Terrence and Meg married in 1945, as soon as Terrence (minus two fingers) got back from the war, and brought into the world Terrence Jr., Elizabeth, Mary Josephine, Anne, and Kevin, who died at six months. At this point Terrence Sr., whom everyone called Terry, watched his sisters and his younger brother, Eddie, pull away from him in fortune. Eddie, so bright, managed a scholarship to Holy Cross, then went on to Suffolk Law, while his sisters married executives on a fast track. They all moved to Mendhem and West Mendhem to raise families in gleaming new split-levels, far from the incoming Puerto Ricans they claimed had already begun to destroy Lawton, whose mill industry by the 1950s had mostly decamped to the South, where wages were cheaper and labor laws looser.


But Terrence and Meg stayed in the city, safely nestled with the Irish on the south side of the river, to bring up Terry Jr., Lizzie, Mary Jo, and Annie. His whole life, Terrence Sr. would mutter indignantly under his breath about the layers of superiors who dictated the terms of his work life. Naggingly, he knew that he should be exhibiting some gumption, some charisma, some something to advance into their ranks, but a foul, abiding misanthropy settled so deeply in his bones that it was all he could do to get through a workday with civility, let alone emanate the kind of crispness and cheer that tagged a man as promotable.


Still, he and Meg proved to be decent if not joyous parents and raised reasonably happy children. From an early age, Mary Jo became the family bookworm. Her classes with the nuns came easily to her, boringly even, leaving her to wonder whether she would ever be challenged. To her shock, Sister Frederick had once handed her back a book report with a B-plus on it, noting sharply, “If everyone here gives you an A or an A-plus every time, you’ll think you’re smarter than the sisters.” For Mary Jo this B-plus stung, but she was also secretly pleased by what Sister Frederick had said.


Mary Jo worshipped her older brother, Terry Jr., a slim, handsome boy who was tall by the age of twelve and had the demeanor of an angel. He excelled in Thursday-afternoon catechism class at Saint Patrick’s and could flawlessly recite Bible stories, beaming with pride as he did so. Terry was an altar boy and, on Sundays, aided Father Ken in the Mass with an air of grave self-importance.


One Thursday afternoon when she was nine, Mary Jo walked around to Saint Patrick’s to pick up Terry after catechism and then go to the candy store together.


“Terry’s in the sacristy helping Father Ken,” Mary Jo was told by one of the other twelve-year-olds in front of the church.


Mary Jo thanked him and slipped inside the church, dipping her fingers into the font of holy water just inside the great doors, crossing herself with it. The church was vast, cool, empty, and silent, its vaulted ceiling floating high above her, votive candles winking coyly in their racks, the entire space permeated with the smell of old wood and incense—a deep, mysterious fragrance that Mary Jo found infinitely calming, the smell of Sunday mornings when she nestled shoulder to shoulder among her siblings and parents. It was strange to be alone in the cavernous church, with its stained glass images of a sad, handsome Christ going through the stations of the cross staring down at her, and she tiptoed down the main aisle, her head aligned with the tops of the pews, until she came to the altar, which she respectfully skirted until she entered a side door, after which she walked down a narrow, dark hallway, then turned a corner to find an open door. Inside, on the far side of the room, which appeared to be Father Ken’s office, she spied Terry standing, his back to her, his pants and underpants down around his knees and hands limp at his sides, while Father Ken, also angled away from her, embraced Terry, his head buried in Terry’s neck. Mary Jo heard Father Ken making a strange noise. Her brother was silent.


Instantly, she turned away, fled back down the hallway, then through the empty church itself, as softly as she could, until she emerged outside and sat, dazed, on the church’s front steps. The other children had departed, and she was alone now, shaking, her mind spinning, trying to make sense of what she had just seen. She was nine years old and had no understanding of sex, but sensed on some gut level that what she’d seen was wrong, out of sync with the way the world should be. Yet, was there something she hadn’t understood? Had Terry perhaps been hurt or sick, and was Father Ken examining him or helping him? She had to ask Terry when he came out, which he did, about seven minutes later, his brow knit tightly, his head down, his hands thrust into his pockets. Mary Jo noticed that a tuft of his shirt, in the back on the right, remained untucked from his trousers and also that one of his shoelaces was poorly tied.


“Come on,” he muttered, barely pausing next to her before stalking off down the sidewalk, along which she hurried to regain his side. She wanted to ask him what had happened, but as he stared down at the sidewalk the look on his face—screwed up into itself and either angry or pregnant with tears; Mary Jo couldn’t quite tell—rebuffed her. She reached for his hand, but he flicked hers away.


“What’s wrong?” she asked him.


“Shut up,” he snapped.


At the candy store, he reached into his back pocket and produced a dollar bill. “Go get what you want,” he said, handing it to her.


She was slightly awed. “Where did you get that?” He usually had but a few nickels and dimes for her.


“Just go get what you want,” he repeated, sharply. “We have to get home.”


Mary Jo was so confused. She could not enjoy the novel experience of having so much money to spend on candy, even as she had Mr. Clooney fill a bag for her. When she came out, she offered him the open bag heavy with Chuckles, Zagnuts, and Red Hots, but he brushed it away.


“You better hide that at home,” he told her, then stalked on ahead.


“Terry!” she called, running again to catch up with him. “What’s wrong?”


He stopped. “I said shut up!” he yelled at her. “Just shut up!”


This time she knew better than to follow him. At one point, he rounded a corner, and she lost him, and all her life she would remember that corner—at which sat the Fitzpatricks’ blue house, with the Virgin statue in the front yard in front of a blooming lilac bush—as the corner where the brother she had known disappeared from their lives. He would become sullen and, starting as early as seventeen, would drink heavily for the rest of his life, and until Father Ken was transferred to a parish in Rhode Island nine years later, Mary Jo would glare at the priest, trying to damn him with her pale blue eyes, every time she saw him.


In early 1912, during the same icy winter when the strikes raged in Lawton, a sixteen-year-old boy named Girgis Khoury thrummed with excitement as he walked, his canvas bag slung over his back, up a steep, scrubby hill in his Syrian mountain village of Chartoun, home from a day of studies in the nearby city of Aley. From the top of the hill, beyond a vast expanse of limestone villages nestled on the slopes of mountains, he dimly spied the sprawling concentration of civilization that was Beirut, and beyond that the indistinct blue of the Mediterranean. Beyond even that was where his dreams lay. In his bag was the letter he’d carried with him faithfully since he’d received it before Christmas:




My dear brother Girgis [the letter read in Arabic],


To begin, I relay my greatest love to Mama, Baba, Sittu, Elias, Salma, and baby Nour, and to all the aunties and the uncles and the cousins, and to all the church. I am very sad it will be my first Christmas not with the family, I will miss Mama’s cookies, but Ammtee Joumana says she will make them for me.


Brother, it is so cold here in December! True, it gets cold on Mount Lebanon in the winter, but it is nothing compared with Lawton. Ammo and Ammtee had to buy me a heavy coat of wool with a hat, scarf, mittens, boots, and I am still cold! It is good you are not arriving until the spring, which comes very late but is very beautiful here, very green, especially in the country outside Lawton. Summer last, we took the tramway all the way to the beach and we had to stay a night in a hotel, it is such a long ride. The water is so much colder than the Mediterranean! We went the weekend of the Fourth of July, which is when the Americans celebrate their freedom from the British, and there were fireworks all up and down the beach, with the American flag hanging everywhere. A beautiful sight. We will see it together soon.


Ammo Boutros and Ammtee Joumana are ready for your arrival. They are ready to have you work in their grocery store with me, and there you will find that Ammo Boutros has for the most part everything you might have in Chartoun—olives, figs, bulgur, grape leaves, pita, kibbe, everything you are familiar with, so you won’t be homesick for food. A lot of it comes from a supplier in Boston who ships it here from Beirut.


You will like it as it is mainly other jabali who shop at the store, from every mountain village you have heard of but never visited. Everyone is here, it is like being home, but without Moslems or Druze, and also the buildings look very different. Everyone is Christian except for some Jews like the butcher nearby. You will have to go to school and learn English as soon as you arrive. Arabic or schoolbook French won’t do you much good here. Everyone is here, Girgis! English, French, Italian, German, Polish, so many jabali, which everyone here calls Syrian, not really caring whether we are from Damascus, Beirut, or the mountains. Latvians and Greeks, too! So many Irish, who have been here for many years and who run everything, the police etcetera. Almost everyone works in the mills, Girgis, which are so huge. Though I am proud to say that it seems as many jabali here have their own stores or businesses as work in the mills.


You will share a room with me behind the store, with Ammo and Ammtee and our baby cousin upstairs. Ammo will pay you four dollars a week and you will send half of that home as I do. Together, our remittances will help the family a great deal and I wager they will have double the goats and another cow in six months’ time.


And also, I trust Baba received my last remittance?





There, Yousef dropped down a few lines, as though he were thinking.




Oh, brother! I must admit I miss lemon and fig groves and I miss stone homes with red tile roofs and I miss being able to see the sea from the top of the hill and I miss my family! My heart aches when I think of Mama, always looking so worried! After you kiss everyone for me, kiss Mama again and tell her in secret it was an extra one from me.


I await your arrival, Brother. Let’s make a good sum and go home for good, build a big new house, and not worry about crops year after year. Let’s live like the House of Khazen!


Once more I ask you to relay my love and prayers to all the family, dear brother. April will come soon and your eyes will pop from your head when you see the Statue of Liberty in the harbor. Then you’ll know it’s not long before we are reunited.


Yousef





Every time Girgis read the letter, and he did so nearly every day, he became so giddy with excitement he could hardly concentrate on the here and now. That was the case that evening at dinner, in the dining room of his family’s stone house with its simple tile floor, crucifixes or pictures of Christ or the Virgin on every wall. Girgis was a sweet-faced, if not exactly good-looking, teenage boy, his black hair glossy atop his head, his dark, serious eyes set slightly too close above a nose that had only recently become prominent, giving him a comical, owlish look. The family ate a simple salad, a fattoush, tossed with lemon juice, olive oil, and bits of fried pita bread; then a yakhni, a stew of okra and lamb, that his mama and Sittu had made. The Khourys were not unaware of their fortune in being able to have meat at the table so frequently; such wasn’t the case with poorer households, with whom Baba was known to occasionally share some of his lamb, so they might have such a stew occasionally or make kibbe.


Nour, his baby sister, barely touched her bowl.


“Girgis,” said his mother, who he thought was the most beautiful and wondrous woman on the face of the earth, the very image of the Virgin Mother herself. “Go sit by your sister and help her eat. She always listens to you.”


And so Girgis did just that, holding the spoon aloft before Nour’s tiny pink mouth and singing a silly song, about the friendship between a bird and a lamb, until grim-faced Nour could hold out no longer and cracked a wide smile, laughing, at which point Girgis, delighted with his triumph, gently fed her.


Everyone laughed but Sittu, who threw her hands in the air. “What are we going to do when the second-born son is no longer here, too!” she cried, on the brink of tears, as she often was. “Look how well he takes care of his sister. Look how well he helps his Baba with the olive press. Elias is still too young to help!”


“Mama, stop,” said Baba, holding up a hand. “We will be fine. Elias will be thirteen soon. There’s more opportunity to be had in America, for the boys to help us out.”


“Everyone’s leaving for Amrika!” Sittu exclaimed, tears flashing to anger. She smacked her palm atop the table. “Half the village! There won’t be any boys left for girls to marry.”


“It’s not forever, Sittu,” Girgis pleaded. “It’s to make money to bring back home.”


“And not everyone is leaving,” Mama said gently to Sittu, her mother-in-law, with whom she had labored for years to share a tenuous peace.


“But we’re losing our best!” lamented Sittu.


Girgis privately conceded that Sittu was half-right. In the past decade, it did seem as if half the village had left—for Canada, the United States, Cuba, Mexico, or Brazil—chasing fortunes. Not just the men, but whole families, or half a family, leaving the other half to wait for remittances that went toward livestock, a new tile roof, a new grove of mulberry trees for harvesting silkworms. In the village church, Girgis knew of parents or children grieving over news that relatives had died of sickness aboard a ship crossing the sea.


But Girgis didn’t fear that such a thing would happen to him on his crossing. He was young and healthy; his family—with their sizable groves of lemon, fig, and olive trees—had never wanted. They were hardly rich Orthodox Beirutis like the Sursocks who spent their summers high in the mountain resorts of Aley to escape the heat, but they were no peasants, either.


Weeks passed, and the snow began melting on the mountain peaks. Fruit blossoms sprang to life in the orchards, and wildflowers sprouted on the roadsides, riotous exclamations of blue and yellow. Girgis and his siblings wore new clothes to church on Palm Sunday, and then it was his final Easter in Chartoun—gorging on Sittu’s mamoul, those pretty cookies with patterns on top and pistachio inside, so buttery and powdery all at once; coloring eggs and then cracking them against one another in the ritual contest; the procession through the streets with the large crucifix carried aloft by young men, Nour atop Girgis’s proud shoulders. His mother had taken to holding him close and stroking his hair for long seconds at a time, saying, over and over again, “Ibni, ibni,” my son, my son, or “Aini, aini,” my eye, my eye. How could he leave Mama?


And yet ... New York! He had seen pictures of the Flatiron Building, so slender and so tall, almost like a book standing upright, and girded in steel! Of course, he knew he would only be passing briefly through New York, but still. Girgis felt terribly important and manly walking through the streets of Chartoun, as villagers approached to tell him of their own families abroad and to give him random bits of advice they’d heard back, such as that American men should not greet one another with kisses or hold one another’s hands while promenading.


And then, suddenly, it was an afternoon in early May, and his family was putting him and his trunk into the back of a motorcar in Aley bound for Beirut, everyone crying, crying, even Baba and Elias, his mother pressing her rosary into his hands.


“Take it! Take it!” she cried, through tears. “Think of me every time you pray on this.”


“Mama, this is your favorite rosary.”


“Take it!” Mama redoubled her tears. So Girgis thrust it deep into his trousers pocket and surrendered to his mother’s embraces and sobs.


“Go, go,” said Baba as the motorcar engine clamored to life. “Go, take care of your brother and make us proud and come back to us, Girgis, in not longer than two years.”


“Yes, Baba,” he said, twisting around to watch his family recede out of sight as they waved after him, to watch Aley fall away behind him as the motorcar drove out of town, leaving white dust in its wake—the church spires, the Druze in the street with their voluminous garments and strange tall hats, the outdoor markets, the walls of warm yellow limestone that would haunt his dreams.


The following week, glued to the deck of the ship, his head dizzy from several nights of seasickness and the foul smells of vomit and too many people living in close quarters, Girgis watched the New World emerge. Soon enough, everyone was calling Brooklyn, Brooklyn! and pointing to a landmass to the right lined with large, low brick buildings that were dark and forbidding, Girgis thought, so different from the warm glow of limestone. Warehouses, some passengers were saying in English. There was land on both sides of the ship now, Brooklyn to the right and, a countryman named Fouad told him, with the casual smugness of someone who had made the passage before, Staten Island to the left. Then, as their passageway opened, there was New Jersey.


“Right now,” Fouad said, “we are sailing down the line between two different states, New York and New Jersey.” Girgis nodded. The distinction didn’t mean much to him. It was all America, unfolding before him in a mighty panorama of massive buildings, piers, freighters, and small craft, under a steel-gray April sky flecked with rain.


The Statue of Liberty appeared through the drizzle, a dim gray shape that was nonetheless so well known to everyone on the ship that its first sighting sparked a hysterical roar of shouts and tears from the decks, while hundreds of fingers pointed. Girgis watched, mesmerized, as the ship neared, then slowly passed before, the monument, whose features loomed ever clearer. Her face was sphinxlike, yielding nothing, hardly welcoming, he thought, while her sinewy, manly raised arm reminded him of his own mother’s strong and hardworking arms, and those of Sittu and every other village woman he’d ever known. And oh, he wished his family could be alongside him now, in this thrilling moment!


“Can you believe you are really finally looking at her?” Fouad asked. “It’s still exciting for me the second time.”


“Ana bi helem,” Girgis said, over and over again, shaking his head slowly. I am in a dream.


And indeed, the next twenty-four hours passed as though he were in a dream, and he would always remember them as such, in part because he had not slept a sound full night in nearly a week. There was the docking at Ellis Island and the endless lines, the interminable waiting amid the pungent, oniony odors of families who had not properly bathed in days, the thousands of people surrounded by mountains of their belongings, and the alien, flat bark of English from the mouths of police officers and customs officials, the eye exam with a buttonhook that had become the stuff of dread legend back home, with everyone claiming to know someone who knew someone who had trachoma and was sent back immediately to the old country. There was the interrogation by a white man alongside a Syrian interpreter who made a point of looking at Girgis with kind and encouraging eyes, and then Girgis was given some papers, and he had arrived, on the other side of the passage.


“Find me at the end of the process,” Fouad had said to him earlier, and so now he did, and he and Fouad loaded their trunks onto a ferry headed across the harbor to the great island, Manhattan, whose phalanx of towers, seen from over the water, astonished Girgis.


“Look there,” said Fouad, pointing at a spire that rose above the rest, with an almost mosque-like flare at its tip. “That is the Singer Building, forty-seven stories high, the tallest building in New York, one of the tallest in the whole world. They make all the buildings here now from steel, so they can go as high as you please.” Now he pointed to another soaring building, clad all in limestone save a few stories at the top, where a steel skeleton still showed. “And there is the Municipal Building”—Fouad said this English word, municipal, slowly for Girgis, enunciating each syllable—“which will be for the government, when it’s finished. And that,” he said, pointing to a spire that looked like a cathedral, “is the Woolworth Building, the headquarters of a company with stores around the country.”


Girgis and Fouad spent the night on blankets on the kitchen floor of yet more jabali cousins of cousins, who lived in a corner of lower Manhattan the white people called Little Syria, a neighborhood that, Girgis mused, could have been an old country mountain village transposed to a grid of streets walled with large buildings. The faces, names, food all looked the same, while Arabic lettering adorned the windows and the sweet smell of nargileh floated from cafés. But Girgis also noted that his people looked prosperous, men in well-tailored suits and women in carefully embroidered dresses and large picture hats. He thought for the first time that perhaps his family might be happier here than back home, especially if they could have all the people and pleasures of home around them, starting with nargileh and strong coffee.


And then, near noon, Fouad was seeing him and his trunk onto a New York, New Haven and Hartford Company railcar, which, because it was the cheapest line available and made many stops along the way, did not arrive in Boston’s South Station until ten that night. As instructed in a letter from his brother, Girgis spent the night in the station, alternately reading his English phrase book and sleeping in fitful increments on a hard bench with one foot on his trunk. In the morning, bleary-eyed and utterly disoriented, showing a porter the slip of instructions in English his brother had sent him, he was directed to another train, marked Boston and Maine. No sooner was he seated than he passed out cold, his head on the window, and he woke to someone jostling his shoulder, crying, “Khayi! Girgis!”


He looked up. The train had stopped in a station marked “Lawton,” and the jostler was Yousef, his eyes wide with joy. Girgis, his exhausted heart exploding with gratitude, wept, stood, and embraced his brother tightly, kissed him on one cheek, then the other, then back again. “Khayi! Habibi!” he cried through his tears.


“Brother, you made it, you made it!” Yousef was giddy, laughing, earning the amused smiles of the white passengers staying in the car on their way to Mendhem and Haverhill. “It is like a dream, isn’t it?”


“It has all been like a dream, Yousef. I’m not sure I am really awake.”


“You are really here, Girgis, you shall see.”


Girgis was there, certainly, and in his first weeks his heart felt crushed by the ugliness of the place. Though it was spring, thankfully, and not the depth of winter—whose iciness, Yousef promised, would shock him—there were still no warm limestone homes, no sweeping views from atop mountains, no vast groves of dates and lemons. Here, it was all two- or three-story wood-frame tenements, dirty with trash, skeins of laundry hanging in the back; and commercial thoroughfares of dark brick that lacked the scale, grandeur, and electric energy of New York. Fouad had been correct, it was nothing special to speak of.


Save, perhaps, the sprawling, endless immensity of the dark, dirty mills, which seemed the only reason for the city’s existence. Some mornings, helping unload deliveries in his uncle’s store, he would watch the neighbors—a motley assemblage of folk from all over Europe and the Mediterranean muttering in every language from Italian to Greek to Arabic to Polish—trudge off to those mills with their lunch pails, and he would silently pray thanks for having been spared that miserable-looking fate. Working in his uncle’s store, he almost could have been back home, as if all the foods of their lives, which they had once harvested or made themselves, were drawn into one storefront for the benefit of their jabali neighbors desperate for olives, dates, figs, za’atar, salty cheese. In the back kitchen, his aunt labored all day making pita bread and sweets like baklava, while up front he, his uncle, and his brother stocked shelves, swept, kept the books, and dealt with a rotating cast of visiting Syrian wholesalers, some of whom traveled in from Boston or Providence, Rhode Island, to take orders.


At six, after the mills closed, tired workers would trudge into the store for bread and whatever else they might be able to afford that night. Finally, he and Yousef would clean the shop and close it for the evening, heading upstairs to the apartment, where his aunt had prepared dinner, after which they drank coffee and smoked on the back porch while Yousef taught Girgis English. Then, in the room they shared, Girgis often had to shove Yousef in the night to disrupt his snoring, which could get so loud Girgis was certain it shook the house. On Sundays, their only day off, they went with the other jabali to the Maronite church, which had been built a decade before, and then, it being summer, they often walked the few miles to the nearby farm town of Methuen to picnic alongside a small river with jabali families who’d settled there. The rolling hills, orchards, and farm plots reminded Girgis of home a bit and provided a welcome one-day respite from Lawton’s grimy grays and browns.


He desperately missed his family. “These wara’inab aren’t like Mama’s,” he said, low, to Yousef, as they ate stuffed grape leaves while they picnicked. “They’re too big, and they’re not lemony enough. Mama’s wara’inab are so small and pretty.”


“Shh,” said Yousef. “Auntie Jou will hear you.”


“I miss everyone.”


“I do, too,” said Yousef. “But the money we’re sending is helping them. And we’ll go back in a year or two. Besides,” he added, smiling, “don’t you like Irish girls? Creamy skin, blue eyes, and yellow or red hair?”


“They’re not as beautiful as Mama,” said Girgis, his eyes watering.


Yousef laughed scornfully. “That’s what Americans call a mama’s boy!”


And so went their lives for the next two years, with Girgis becoming gradually more proficient in English, and the opening, in their neighborhood, of a small jabali men’s social club where they often went after they closed the store, or after dinner, to smoke nargileh; drink coffee; play basra, an old Arab card game; and listen on a Victrola to records sent from New York or Beirut of traditional dabke music, those familiar sounds of oud and hand drum that would bring homesick tears to the men’s eyes and sometimes compel them to get up and dance, arms across shoulders, feet stomping in unison.


Yousef had been right about one thing: the cold. Come his first winter in Lawton, that of 1912–13, Girgis was shocked and dismayed by the frigid, often wet and icy weather that set in, of a bone-chilling depth the likes of which he’d never known in Chartoun, where, even on winter nights, the temperature hardly ever went below freezing. He shivered every day and night until April, when he saw daffodils in the city’s common and knew that the worst was over.


Toward the end of their second winter in Lawton, in the very early spring of 1914, Girgis and Yousef began talking about going back to Chartoun before the following winter. They’d sent back a considerable amount of money, and they figured they could always come back to Lawton when and if they needed to. Girgis longed to feel the Chartoun sun on his face, to eat olives straight from the tree, to smell lemon blossoms, and, most of all, to hold in his arms his grandparents, his siblings, and his beloved Baba and Mama.


But then in June, the archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated in Sarajevo, and soon Europe was at war. Yousef and Girgis decided to wait until the fighting ended to book their passage back. But it didn’t end, it only worsened and spread, and by November, the Ottomans were in the war as well, their men beginning to comb Mount Lebanon for conscripts. To avoid conscription, everyone who could, their brother, Elias, wrote to them in a letter, was giving the Turks a payoff, which the Turks saw as an acceptable option from Christians in the empire. “Baba says it’s best you stay in Amrica and send us money,” he continued, “because nobody knows yet what will happen here and we need to save.”


By early 1915, Elias wrote, there were increasing numbers of Ottoman soldiers patrolling through Aley, which the dreaded, fez-hatted, mustachioed Jamal Pasha, who commandeered Syria for the Ottomans, had seized as his headquarters. There were rumors that the Ottomans might start requisitioning livestock and crops from jabali for their own war uses. This echoed what Girgis and Yousef had read in the small weekly Arabic newspaper that had been started in Lawton. And then in late April, that newspaper, called Al Balad (The Homeland), delivered chilling news: A plague of locusts had descended on Mount Lebanon, darkening the skies like a massive cloud and eating everything in sight. Soon after, another letter from Elias arrived: the crops of all the families in the region had been denuded, and food stores were reduced to whatever they might have preserved in jars or cans. “We will survive,” Elias wrote, “but there are foods that we will have to buy somehow, so Baba asks if you can please send more money.”


Girgis and Yousef were not alone among the jabali of Lawton who began sending back home 25, even 50 percent more money now than previously.


“I am so worried,” Girgis said to Yousef. “I wish we were there.”


“What could we do there?” said Yousef, who now told non-Syrians to call him Joseph, or the very American Joey. “Thank God we are here and in a position to send them money.”


In the ensuing year, news of home in Al Balad merely worsened: Jamal Pasha was employing more and more jabali as spies; people were pointing fingers at their longtime neighbors in return for political and economic favor from the Turks; and in the summer of 1915, Jamal Pasha hanged in a public square in Beirut several Syrians he accused of being traitors to the Ottomans. Perhaps worse, he had blockaded the entire Mediterranean coast to impede the Allies, and no food or other supplies could get through. With that and Jamal Pasha’s troops seizing all available livestock and crops for their own use, people were starting to go hungry. At the Syrian café in Lawton, all the talk became of the situation back home, of relatives not heard from in weeks, of remittances sent with no confirmation of receipt.


“Dear brothers, things have gotten really bad here,” read a letter they finally received from Elias late in 1915.




Baba says thank you for increasing the money you sent, but it took us three times as long to receive it, obviously with issues related to the blockade and the war. Thankfully we were able to buy some much-needed supplies. There is so much else I wish to tell you but I fear given circumstances related to mail into and out of the region I cannot.





“What do you think he means?” Girgis asked Yousef.


“I wonder if they are thinking of going to hide in Qadisha Valley,” answered Yousef. They’d heard through the jabali grapevine that more and more families were fleeing to those remote parts northward in the mountains, to live in caves and farm surreptitiously until the war was over and the Ottomans were, it was hoped, defeated.


Months passed through 1916 with no word from Elias. It was becoming common now for jabali, when they wrote to relatives in America, to relay all the available news of an entire village, perhaps of a vilayet, or region, with the understanding that mail got through spottily, and then for jabali in the New World to relay such news received in their letters to everyone they knew. And so it was that an Aley man who was now a tailor in Haverhill, Massachusetts, wrote to them that fall—when it seemed all of New England was punch-drunk with another World Series win by those Red Sox and that Babe Ruth everyone was so gaga about.


“My countrymen,” the letter began.




May God and his Holy Mother bless and protect you. I have some news from my cousin to share with you about Chartoun. He tells me the village has been hit hard by famine, with Jamal Pasha’s men taking what little food was left there and no packages or remittances getting through. He was there recently and said that he nearly gasped to see how bony the children were, fighting for orange rinds, and how precious was a mere bag of flour or beans. He said he visited a once fairly prosperous farm with ample lemon and olive groves where the elders and one of the little ones had recently died and there was starvation and sickness among the survivors, but he did not know the family name. However, to me, it sounded like Beit Khoury ...





The letter infuriated Yousef. “Why would he send this to us to make us sick with worry when he is not even sure who he is talking about?” He tore the letter into pieces. “What a stupid ass.”


“But who else in Chartoun has ample groves?” insisted Girgis. “We have the biggest groves.”


One night, the brothers were in the café, playing cards with some others, when Ammo Boutros, who usually liked to relax at home with his Arabic religious books after closing the store, came in, gently put a hand on Yousef’s shoulder, and signaled both brothers to come out of the café.


“They are all gone, all passed, except little Nour, who is with a family in the Qadisha Valley. A friend in Aley telegraphed me. Half of Chartoun is dead from starvation. I’m sorry, my nephews, your family is gone except for your little sister, may God protect them. You are my sons now.”


Girgis’s eyes grew wider and wider, then he howled and fell to his knees. “Alean lakallah!” I curse you, God! He brought his fists to his eyes and punched them again and again, as men poured out of the café and tried to tear his hands away from his face, to hold them behind his back. “Mama! Ya, mama!” he groaned, twisting away from the men’s embrace.


“Ya, khayi, khalas,” Yousef cried, throwing himself over his brother, bringing him down to the ground again, weeping with him. “They are with God now. We will survive, we will survive.”


Somehow, over the next two years, they did, but it seemed that misery would never end. No sooner were they finally in touch with the family in the Qadisha Valley that had taken in Nour, who by then was six years old, than the flu plague, which was racing around the world, descended on Lawton, forcing the quarantine of the sick in a ghastly tent city and ultimately taking nearly two thousand lives. The shroud of death hanging over the city by the American Thanksgiving holiday, as another unbearable winter loomed, eclipsed the relief of the Armistice.


The brothers did not board a steamer until 1921, by which time the jabali region was not only its own state, called Lebanon, and distinct from Syria but under French supervision. Girgis was not as seasick on this trip, perhaps because he’d found his sea legs on the journey over. In Alexandria, on the stopover, he and Yousef smoked nargileh in cafés alongside the Corniche, the seaside promenade, which they generally agreed was not as beautiful as Beirut’s.


And then the Pigeon Rocks were emerging on the horizon, the steamer’s great horn was bellowing, and they were docking in Beirut, whose port Girgis, who was now twenty-five, had not seen for nine years, since the day his ship pulled out, when all his family had been intact. He thought of all this as he stood on deck, watching the city emerge, and he became full of feeling, his eyes watering.


Yousef put an arm around Girgis as the brothers gazed at the ever-closer port, and at one point Yousef merely looked at him and shook his head sadly.


“Nihna ashbah,” he said. We are ghosts. “I feel like a ghost.”


Early the next morning, they hired a friend of their cousin to take them by truck on the long, high journey up into the Qadisha Valley town of Bcharre. After the war ended, several families from around Aley had come out of hiding in the mountain caves or the monasteries and settled in Bcharre, and it was one of them, Beit Nader, who had taken in Nour in the final days of her father’s, then her mother’s, life. She’d been only three at the time, that horrible fall of 1916.


Umm Antoun came to the door, fabric draped over one arm, her hair cut just above the chin and her dress just over the knees, in the new style. She was young, with four children of her own, and her smooth olive skin and lovely dark eyes instantly reminded Girgis of his own mother. The memory stabbed him with grief.


She beamed to see them and kissed them each three times. “Let us thank the Holy Mother and her Son for getting you here safely,” she said, waving them inside. “I want to tell you about Nour before you see her.”


Girgis looked at her, alarmed. “Why?”


“She is not well. Not normal. She screamed and thrashed about for weeks and weeks after—” Umm Antoun paused. “After the events, and since then she has never been the same. She keeps to herself. She doesn’t talk much. At best, she eats nushkrallah.”


Girgis and Yousef looked at each other, then followed Umm Antoun out into the yard, where her children played. In the far corner, alone and apart, tracing lines with a stick in the dirt, was a little girl with her black hair pulled back in a single braid, wearing a simple gray dress and black shoes.


Yousef put a hand on her knee. “Ya Nour, ukhti hilweh, my beautiful little sister, do you know who we are? We are your brothers, Yousef and Girgis.”


But Nour just shook her head and continued tracing with her stick, gently pushing Yousef’s hand away. Yousef looked at Girgis, who tapped Nour’s knee.


“Ukhti sagheere, little sister, you remember me, yes? Girgis? You remember sitting at the table with Sittu, Mama, and Baba and me and Elias and Salma?” As he recited the names, he felt overwhelmed and his eyes welled.


Nour slowly shook her head and continued tracing with her stick.


“And you remember the song I’d sing you when I fed you?” Girgis continued. “The song about the bird and the lamb? Al tayir wa al hami?”


She shook her head again.


Softly, Girgis sang:




If a bird can fly


Oh father, if a bird can fly


Then why does that sweet bird


Ride on the back of the lamb?


Why would a bird with wings


ride on the back of a lamb?





And as he sang, she looked up—he could see his mama’s beautiful, kind eyes in her eyes!—and smiled indulgently, as though she were acknowledging his efforts. Whether she remembered the song or not, Nour put her little arms around his neck, where she then buried her face.


When Yousef, Girgis, and Nour returned to Lawton in the spring of 1921, the siblings rejoined the Sunday picnics. Nour, who shared a room with her brothers, did not—nor would she ever—lose a certain dazed, shell-shocked expression. She went to school during the day, urged by her older brothers to learn English as fast as possible, but advanced slowly in the language. Sometimes Girgis would come into the kitchen and find Nour standing in the middle of the room, hands at her sides, one messy braid down her back, staring into space.


But at the Sunday picnics, Nour at least seemed capable of playing dollies with another little girl her age, Marguerite Daou, the youngest of six children in a farm family from Bleibel. Marguerite was very loud and bossy for such a little girl, everyone noticed, no matter how much her parents, Abu and Umm Beshara, told her that such behavior was unbecoming. As Nour grew increasingly fond of Marguerite, her friend would come to visit more often at Uncle Boutros and Auntie Jou’s house, until, by the time Marguerite was thirteen or fourteen, she finally began catching the attention of Girgis, who was both scandalized and mesmerized by her outspokenness. She even had the temerity to critique Auntie Jou’s method of rolling out phyllo for baklava.


“That’s not how my mother and aunts do that at all,” Marguerite said sternly.


To this Auntie Jou merely smiled, shook her head, and said, “There’s more than one way to do things, Margie.”


But Marguerite actually stamped her little boot and said, forcefully, “That is not the way to roll out the dough!”


Auntie Jou came around the table and smacked Marguerite across the face. “Don’t you dare talk to elders that way! You are a guest in this house, Marguerite Daou.”


Marguerite stood there, her hand on her raw cheek, stunned and, for once in her life, silent.


Yet her forthrightness transfixed Girgis. As soon as she turned sixteen and left Lawton High School, knowing the essentials of reading, writing, and figures, if not very much more, Girgis asked her father if he could marry her. Abu Beshara, Marguerite’s father, approved of the offer and called Marguerite into his parlor. Girgis sat there terrified, trying to smile at her as she glowered at him. He knew from listening to her conversations with Nour that she was in love with the movie star Ramon Novarro and that she never mentioned him, Girgis, whatsoever. And now here he was about to bid for her hand with her father’s blessing.


“Girgis has asked to marry you, and I think he would make you a very good husband,” said Abu Beshara. “He is a good man,” her father continued, “a devout Maronite, from only three villages away from ours, with many cousins in common, and he will provide for you well. Of course, it is your choice, but we think this would be a good one.”


But he had barely finished speaking before Marguerite snapped, pointedly in English, “May I leave now?”


Her father nodded, and she flew out of the room and up the stairs, her low heels clattering on the wood. Girgis, his face burning crimson, looked away from Abu Beshara.


“Give her some time,” said Abu Beshara, unruffled. “She’s lived nearly her whole life in America, and it’s different here, so we can’t make her do anything, but she has good sense.”


After that, Marguerite did not come to his aunt and uncle’s house but instructed Nour to come to hers, draining the kitchen of girlish chatter, which Girgis had always enjoyed overhearing when he came up from the store. Rather than settling down with Girgis, Marguerite got a job as a shopgirl in the ladies’ section of Feinstein’s Apparel in downtown Lawton. With her modest employee discount, she acquired clothes, such as a fox-trimmed winter coat and matching cloche hat, that made her the height of fashion by local standards. Girgis saw her seldom now, but when he did, they darted their eyes away from each other quickly.


Then one day Nour said to him, “Why don’t you ask Margie to the picture show on Sunday after Mass?”


Girgis turned, startled. “You mean ask Abu Beshara?”


Nour came closer to him and said, in a low, conspiratorial voice, “You should ask Margie directly. That’s what she wants.”


This information surprised and intrigued Girgis. Really? “You won’t say anything to anyone else, will you?” he asked his sister, and she shook her head solemnly.


The next day, he ventured into Feinstein’s Apparel, where he found Marguerite putting dresses on hangers, her back to him. He called hello.


She turned, gasped slightly, then settled herself and betrayed the shadow of a smug smile. “Hello. Can I help you?”
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