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SEATTLE SUBURBS

MAY 2004

The mood in Margaret’s living room reminded her of when Ahmed’s father died. Dressed in their good clothes, the family sat checking their watches and waiting. The only sounds came from Ahmed’s mother. She was the worst, sighing and muttering under her breath, fidgeting with her prayer beads. The mother wore a white headscarf and her best thob, a floor-length caftan of black velvet with red cross-stitch embroidery across the front, up the sleeves, and down the sides. Her festive dress contrasted with the pained look on her face. This latest pain was triggered by Khalid, her second son, who had just announced—only three days before—his plans to marry.

What the mother considered a misfortune, however, was good news to Margaret. Finally, an ally in the family. That’s what came to mind when she first heard of Khalid’s plans to marry an American girl. Now as Margaret waited at the edge of the room, at the edge of the family, she imagined the conversations she and her new sister-in-law would have while the family was going on and on in Arabic. Margaret had much to tell her—survival strategies mostly.

The family had been fretting for some time about Ahmed’s younger brother, Khalid. It had started three years before, when the mother first brought out those photographs. The mother, on a visit from Jordan, her white scarf pinned under her chin, sat on the couch between her sons, Ahmed and Khalid. Margaret had just served tea. Everyone was quiet and watching the steam rise from their tiny tea glasses when the mother pulled out the stack of photos. She slid closer to Khalid and described the girls one by one, pointing to the photos with her thick hands. He resisted at first, turning away to prove his disinterest. Eventually he looked more closely and even held one of the photos in his hand. This got the mother to the edge of the couch, gesturing and talking louder. “She’ll finish high school next month!”

This scene repeated itself for the next three summers as the mother carried the photos, worn from too much handling, from Amman to Seattle in an old envelope tucked in the pocket of her black thob. The girls were cousins and neighbors, Muslim girls from good families in Jordan and the West Bank. Each year the increasingly thick deck of photos was updated and dealt anew to Khalid. It took all of Margaret’s self-control not to laugh at the girls in the photos, their lavender eye shadow and humorless expressions.

But now those years of matchmaking were over, as the mother and the family waited awkwardly in Margaret’s living room to meet Khalid’s bride of choice. When his car turned into the cul-de-sac, the family members rose from their places and moved to the front window, each trying to get a good look. Khalid stepped out of the car first, then walked around to the passenger side. The family held their breath in unison as he reached for the handle and opened the door. Out she stepped, revealing a spiky heel and boot-cut slacks. Then she appeared, her total form, blond and American.

That morning had begun with a phone call to Liz. From her bedroom armchair, Margaret gave her friend an account of the latest developments.

“So, how’s your mother-in-law taking it?” Liz asked.

“She’s been sitting around with her arms crossed, staring at nothing.”

“Doesn’t she do that anyway?”

“Yeah.” It was true, especially since Ahmed’s father had died four months before.

“What do you know about this girl?”

“Not much,” Margaret said. “Just that she’s American with some Arab blood.”

“I wonder if she knows what she’s getting into.”

“Did either of us?” Margaret sighed and ran a hand through her long red hair. As Liz chattered on, Margaret realized she had been married to Ahmed for nearly half her life. Had it been that long? Their teenage daughter Jenin’s developing body—not to mention her developing political views—told her yes, it had.

Margaret noticed the time. “I’ve got to go. We’ve still got to cook.”

In the calm before their guests arrived, Margaret and Ahmed prepared the meal side by side. Being in the restaurant business meant that Ahmed treated the meal as a small catering event. He stood at the stove, frying cauliflower, the white florets bobbing in the hot oil. She stood next to him chopping cucumbers. They smiled and brushed against each other, and, for a moment, it was like old times.

Three-year-old Leena streaked into the kitchen, half-naked. Her older brother Tariq raced in behind her, reaching for her bare shoulder.

“Kids, shway shway,” Ahmed said. “Take it easy.”

Margaret turned to Tariq. “Stop chasing Leena.” Their son had his father’s dark curly hair and brown eyes. In fact, all three of their children had Ahmed’s splendid eyes and lush eyelashes.

She knelt down next to Leena and brushed a curl off the face of her youngest child. “Where’s your shirt, sweetheart? Go find something to wear.” Margaret guided both children out of the kitchen, then returned to her chopping.

“It’ll be nice to have a new sister-in-law,” she told Ahmed as she slid the tiny cucumber cubes into the bowl of yogurt. “Khalid will finally be responsible for someone.”

A look of agreement came into Ahmed’s eyes. Then a question occurred to Margaret; she knew better than to bring it up, but she couldn’t help herself.

“Who’s gonna pay for the wedding?” She began to chop more vigorously.

Ahmed’s tone shifted. “Can we talk about this later?”

“I need to know if we have to use Jenin’s college savings.”

Confusion filled Ahmed’s face. “We don’t have any college savings.”

“Exactly!” Margaret gestured with the knife.

“I don’t know what Khalid’s planning. Maybe he has some money.”

“Oh, sure.” Margaret rolled her eyes. She stirred the yogurt salad and inhaled the mint. “I hope she’s not expecting a pile of gold jewelry.”

Margaret stopped talking when the mother walked in, a deep frown drawing across her face. She was a small woman but had a full-size presence, her short height balanced by her ample middle. Her black velvet thob skimmed the floor, and her white headscarf fell past her shoulders.

She released a burst of Arabic. Ahmed and Margaret turned to listen, although Margaret only caught a few words. The mother shook her head mournfully from side to side, uttering the word amrikia. When finished, she stood with her arms crossed, lips pressed together. Ahmed patted her shoulder and led her to the living room couch. He spoke a few words, reached for her prayer beads, and pressed them into her hand.

When they were alone again in the kitchen, Margaret asked him, “What now?”

He hesitated. “She said her two worst nightmares came true this year.” He spoke in low tones, even though his mother couldn’t understand English. “Her husband died and her other son decided to marry an American.”

The meaning behind the words struck Margaret. “You shouldn’t have translated that.”

Ahmed gestured for her to keep her voice down.

“Is it such a nightmare to have another American in the family?” She stared at him. “Have I been such a nightmare?”

“Honey, it’s not about you.” Ahmed turned back to the large pot he was layering with chicken and fried cauliflower. “She wanted Khalid to marry a girl from the family. He chose someone unknown, who’s not Muslim, not Palestinian.” He measured out some rice in a drinking glass. “He didn’t even ask her permission. He just told her.” Ahmed looked at Margaret. “Just try to understand her.”

“I understand. I really do.” Margaret attempted a casual tone. “Well, I want you to know one of my nightmares came true this year.”

Ahmed’s face clouded. “Don’t say it.”

Suddenly sorry, Margaret wished she hadn’t brought up this problem—a problem sitting in the living room with no sign of leaving. “Fine,” she said flatly. “I won’t.”

The maqluba simmered on the stove; the kufta meatballs were in the oven, bubbling in their juices.

Ahmed’s voice came from the living room. “My sister’s here.”

These were not the guests Margaret was waiting for. Still, she went to the window. Mona was marching up the driveway, past the jasmine plant, followed by her husband and four sons. As always, Mona’s headscarf coordinated with her handbag and heels, this time the same shade of deep red.

With the usual commotion, Mona and her family entered the front door, which—like all other split-level homes in the cul-de-sac—opened to two sets of stairs, one going up and the other going down. They kicked off their shoes in the tiny entry and came up the stairs single file. Mona gave Margaret a firm handshake and an authoritative kiss on each cheek.

Margaret couldn’t follow the Arabic murmurs in the living room, but she could feel the tension. The mother held her lips in a tight line. Mona sat next to her, patting her leg, trying to soothe her. Someone turned on the television, and muted scenes of US soldiers in Iraq popped up on the screen, which transfixed the family. Or were they Israeli soldiers in the West Bank? In Margaret’s mind, the invasions and occupations in the Middle East ran into one another—one tangled mess.

Next, Ahmed’s cousins appeared, Ibrahim and Salim, both tall and slim. They were community college students who dressed in black and smelled of cigarettes. They installed themselves in the living room, now filled with family members waiting in uneasy silence.

At last, Khalid and his girlfriend arrived. When they entered the front door, Margaret tried to get a closer look at the girl, but the family crowded tightly and formed a bottleneck of traffic at the stairs. It was a poor house design—thoughtless really.

Khalid entered the living room first. He was like a younger version of Ahmed, but leaner and, Margaret had to admit, slightly more attractive. He was carefully groomed, clean-shaven, and sleek, almost smug.

Margaret smiled at him. “You’re on time.”

“It’s Alison—she doesn’t like to be late.” He said this as she entered the room. The family parted, and everyone stared at her without speaking. Her slim body, smooth hairstyle, and trendy clothing could be summed up in one word: young.

Khalid began the introductions. Mona, who had worked her way to the front, stuck her hand out. Alison flawlessly performed the classic exchange: handshake, three kisses, and formal greetings in Arabic.

He moved around the circle of family. “And this is Ahmed.”

Alison gave him a kiss on each cheek. “You’re good-looking like your brother.”

Margaret glanced away. She would have some things to explain to Alison. Rule number one: in this family, you kiss the women on the cheek. Not the men.

Khalid led his fiancée over to his cousins. “You already know these guys.” Alison tilted her head and smiled. Was she flirting with them?

Next it was Margaret’s turn. Renewed optimism fluttered up as her eyes swept over Alison’s youthful skin and uniform teeth. “Great to meet you,” Margaret said.

“Nice to meet you,” Alison replied, adding nothing more.

Next, Khalid came to his mother. “Yama,” he said, “this is Alison.”

Alison extended her hand, and the mother leaned forward to kiss her in the Arab manner. As the family stood gaping, Alison looked into the mother’s eyes and said something in Arabic, something rehearsed. Despite her accent, she appeared versed in the basics of Arabic salaams. The mother nodded and seemed to understand. Margaret wondered if Khalid had prepared Alison or if she had arrived with this know-how.

The family arranged themselves back in the living room, where Alison replaced the television as the object of their attention. The mother’s eyes roved over her, from the tip of Alison’s pointy shoes all the way to her layered blond hair and back down again.

Khalid, his arm around Alison, explained how they had met. It was in a coffee shop near the university, where he’d noticed her studying Arabic. “What a surprise to see this girl with an Arabic textbook.” He gave Alison a squeeze, and her face glowed with affection.

As Khalid spoke, Ahmed translated his brother’s words to their mother, who looked pale and stricken.

“And guess what?” Khalid said. “She’s Arab—from Syria!”

At this, the room pulled back in disbelief—except for the mother, who turned to Ahmed for further translation.

“Well, not me,” Alison said. “My grandparents. I’ve never been to Syria.”

“And not only that.” Khalid paused until he had everyone’s complete attention. “Her grandfather was Muslim.” He nodded slowly while the room took this in.

“It’s true,” she said, her chin held high. “And the rest of my family is Greek Orthodox.”

Margaret met Alison’s eyes, and she nodded in a way she hoped would convey an easy acceptance because Margaret knew that no matter what traces were in this girl’s background, what ancestral branch she claimed, whatever Arabic greetings she mastered—it would never be enough.

But then Alison revealed more: her father’s parents had arrived in Chicago from Syria in the 1940s. Her mother’s side went further back, with relatives fleeing Syria in the late 1920s. Alison’s parents didn’t speak Arabic—only a few phrases—but they could understand.

Margaret excused herself and went to the kitchen to get the meal on the table. Right behind her came Mona, her heels clicking sharply. She poked around like a restaurant inspector. Steam rose when she lifted the lid to a pot on the stove. She arched an eyebrow. “Just maqluba and kufta? I would have made—”

“We did some side dishes, too.” Margaret had a flash of relief that soon Mona would have another sister-in-law to pick on.

Mona tapped her wristwatch. “What about asr? We need to pray asr.”

The afternoon prayer. Margaret had forgotten. “Of course.”

She left the food and went to gather the prayer carpets. Damn. Why hadn’t she thought of this? She searched her bedroom for the carpets and her prayer covering.

In her bathroom, she turned on the faucet and began her wudu, the ritual cleansing before the prayer. To herself she whispered, “Bismillah.” In the name of God. She washed each hand, rinsed her mouth, and splashed water on her face—each action performed three times. Over her clothes, she pulled on her long white prayer skirt and smoothed out its wrinkles. She slid the matching scarf over her red hair as she had done countless times. Checking herself in the mirror, she leaned toward her reflection. The deepening lines around her eyes stood out more than ever. Damn again.

By the time she returned to the living room, the men had pushed back the furniture to make room for the prayer. Alison was lounging on the couch, smiling as if she were about to witness something entertaining. Margaret handed the carpets to Salim, who positioned them across the floor. The men and boys lined up shoulder to shoulder, and behind them, the women did the same. The family waited until the mother emerged from the hallway bathroom and took her place in line, water still dripping from her chin.

Ahmed led the prayer. He raised his hands to the sides of his head. “Allahu Akbar.” God is great. Margaret closed her eyes. She tried to focus on the meaning behind the words. She tried to feel submission toward God, but all she felt were Alison’s eyes on her as she moved through her prostrations.

When the prayer was complete, Margaret scrambled up, snatched off her prayer covering, and gathered up the prayer carpets. In the kitchen, Ahmed was already drizzling olive oil over the side dishes. He placed a perfect sprig of mint on the yogurt salad. She knew he couldn’t be rushed as he carved a small rosette out of a cucumber as the final garnish for the babaganouj. Together, they flipped over the big pot of maqluba onto their largest platter. They fluffed the rice and arranged the chicken. Ahmed sprinkled roasted pine nuts over the steaming mound and a dash of chopped fresh parsley. For him, taste and appearance were one and the same.

The dining room was not designed for a sprawling Arab family. Ibrahim and Salim would eat in the living room and Mona’s older boys at the breakfast bar while the rest would squeeze in at the table, where the platter of maqluba sat heavily in the center. As soon as the side dishes were placed down, the sixteen family members stood around the table in a frenzy of self-service. Margaret nudged her way in and filled a plate for Leena and another for the mother, who looked up when presented with it.

“God bless your hands,” she said.

“And your hands, too,” Margaret answered in Arabic.

She was the last to sit down. She surveyed the table: Ahmed sat at the head next to his mother, who was still frowning. Jenin was wearing her “I love Jerusalem” T-shirt. Khalid and Alison were glued together like Siamese twins. Mona was unusually quiet, perhaps giving Alison a grace period.

Margaret took another look at Alison. She was complimenting the food while Khalid relished his role as cultural ambassador. “This is maqluba,” he said. “It means ‘upside down’ in Arabic.” He gestured flipping a pot upside down.

“Yes, I know, babe,” she said. “My grandmother used to make it, too.”

Margaret was about to ask about Syrian cuisine, but Alison opened a topic of her own.

“Another assassination in Gaza. Can you believe it?”

The table gave a collective groan of disgust over the news.

Jenin gasped. “No way. Not again?”

Ahmed translated to his mother, who said, “Curse their fathers.”

“Oh really?” Margaret asked. “Another one?”

“A missile dropped on a car,” Alison said. “Three deaths. You didn’t hear about it?”

“Well,” Margaret said. “I didn’t have time to read the paper today.”

“It was yesterday. You don’t follow Middle East news?”

“I try to. It’s just with three kids …” Margaret wanted to explain that she didn’t need to follow the daily news to know what was going on. Her life was colored by what was going on. Margaret couldn’t follow the news from Palestine without the images invading her thoughts. Children getting shot, houses demolished, suicide bombers. She felt helpless about the occupation, and Ahmed worried about his sisters in the refugee camps. Even fifteen-year-old Jenin was obsessed, fixated on Israeli human rights violations and illegal settlements.

“We need to know what’s happening,” Alison said, “if we want to do something.”

Margaret’s chest tightened. “It looks like Khalid’s gotten you involved in politics.”

“Oh, it’s not Khalid. I’m getting a bachelor’s in Near Eastern studies at UW.”

Margaret swallowed the bite in her mouth. “Khalid didn’t tell us.”

“Really?” Alison nudged Khalid, who was engrossed in his chicken leg.

“So, I guess that makes you a Middle East expert.” Margaret stopped herself there, already saying too much.

“A person would really need their master’s degree to be a true expert.” Alison spoke in an affected manner—or perhaps it was her natural way of speaking. “I plan to get my master’s, though. I’m graduating this spring with Khalid.”

Margaret looked at him, eyes widened. “You’re graduating?” How many times had she heard this before? He had been expected to graduate the year before. And the year before that.

“Inshallah,” he said. God willing.

The meal ended and the family retired to the living room, leaving behind a disarray of dirty plates and chicken bones. Rather than following the conversation into the other room, Margaret began the tedious duties of cleanup. Fortunately, Mona was by her side, taking brisk charge of scraping food off plates.

Voices came from the other room. They were discussing when Khalid and Alison were getting married. Margaret hurried to the living room, her apron still on.

“Did I hear right?” she asked, looking at the couple on the couch—Alison’s arm around Khalid in a gesture of ownership. “Are you getting married tomorrow?”

Alison smiled broadly. “Khalid made an appointment at the mosque.”

Margaret pictured the large mosque, the one Ahmed and Tariq attended for Friday prayers, the one where she had taken her first Qur’an class.

“Mabruuk. Congratulations,” she said to Alison. To herself, she thought, God help her.

The kitchen was finally in order, the dishwasher making its gentle sounds. Margaret took out her aluminum teapot, added five spoonfuls of sugar, fresh mint leaves, and three tea bags. In the living room, she offered tea to Alison first. All eyes were on Alison, waiting for her to take the tea.

“No, thanks. I’m not a tea drinker.”

The brass tray felt heavy in Margaret’s hands. She lowered her voice and said to Alison, “You should take it anyway.”

“I’m fine,” Alison replied. Then recognition passed into her eyes. “Yes, of course,” she said and reached for a glass.

Margaret served everyone else, then took a tea for herself. She stared at the empty tray. It seemed Alison didn’t understand the significance of accepting tea at this time—when meeting the family for the first time. Didn’t she know anything of Arab culture? This was so basic.

Margaret excused herself from the gathering, which was winding down, and gestured for Alison to follow her into the kitchen, where the two sat at the breakfast bar. “Seeing you and Khalid reminds me of when Ahmed and I met.” Margaret tilted her head and sighed. “We’re having our twentieth anniversary soon.”

“Wow!” Alison looked stunned. “How old were you when you got married?”

“Twenty-one.”

“So young.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

“I see.” Margaret took a sip of tea. “You know, we also met while studying at the U.”

“Just like us,” Alison said. “What was your major?”

“Anthropology, but I didn’t finish.”

Again, Alison had that stunned look. “Why not?”

“We got married.” Margaret swirled the tea in her glass. “Ahmed graduated. I stopped studying just before we opened the first restaurant. I always thought I’d go back. Then I had Jenin, then Tariq, then Leena.”

Alison shook her head. “That’s so sad.”

“Not that sad.” Margaret crossed her arms. “What would I have done with a degree in anthropology?”

Ahmed called from the living room, “Can you start the coffee?”

Margaret slid down from her stool and gathered the coffee paraphernalia.

“So, you speak Arabic?” Alison asked from across the counter.

“I get by.” Actually, Margaret knew more of the language than she let on. It was easier that way, checking in and out of the conversation as she pleased.

“I should be fluent by the time I’ve been married twenty years.”

Margaret considered mentioning how tricky Arabic was with its various dialects and impossible pronunciation. Actually, she hadn’t lost interest in improving her Arabic. The truth was, she’d lost interest in what the family was saying.

Margaret stirred the Turkish coffee pot on the stove, and the smell of cardamom filled the kitchen. She wondered if Alison knew coffee was the last thing served and a sign for guests to leave. Margaret handed a cup to Alison.

“No thanks,” Alison said.

Margaret set the cup down and looked at Alison. “This is a coffee-and-tea drinking family. You might as well get used to it.”

Alison explained she only drank decaf cappuccinos.

Margaret wondered how this girl would fit into this caffeine-addicted family. She went to the living room to serve the final round.

When Margaret returned, Alison asked, “Can you do me a favor? I need to borrow a scarf. I need to wear one at the mosque.”

“Sure, I got a closet full of ’em. Come with me.”

When they entered the bedroom, Margaret noticed Alison’s eyes fall on her sitting corner, furnished with an armchair, television, small table, and lamp. As they passed the space, Margaret stroked her big tabby cat, asleep on the chair. “This is where I escape from the kids.” The half-truth slid easily out of her mouth. Well, it was a place of escape; that part was true.

Margaret went to her closet and brought out a mountain of colors, textures, and patterns.

Alison’s mouth fell open. “Why do you have so many scarves?”

Margaret gazed down at the memories spilled across the bed. “I used to wear hijab, then I stopped.” The thought of covering her head with a scarf prompted Margaret to touch her hair. She had covered her long thick red hair for more than a decade, but during those last few years, her attitude toward hijab had gradually changed until finally she’d tormented herself over what to do. Drop it or trudge on?

“Why did you stop?”

Margaret gave her standard explanation. “After 9/11, I didn’t feel safe wearing hijab. I just felt too visible and exposed.” She studied Alison’s face, and like most people, Alison seemed to accept this answer. This wasn’t the true story. Margaret could pinpoint the exact moment she had decided to give it up.

It had been the year before. She had been shopping with Jenin in a department store crowded with mirrors and mannequins. In a side mirror, Margaret had caught a glimpse of a middle-aged Muslim woman in a familiar dark-colored scarf, hunched over a clothing rack. Margaret turned to the older woman, but she was gone. Nowhere to be seen.

Margaret had turned again, momentarily disoriented, and then saw her own reflection. It had been a glimpse of herself that she had seen—not someone else. Herself. Prematurely aged in her navy blue scarf, pinned under her chin. Barely forty and already looking old.

Alison picked up a scarf. “I think a white one would be good.”

“You can keep it.” For a moment Margaret considered showing her how to fold and pin it and the various hijab-wearing styles, but decided to let the Middle East expert figure it out on her own.
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Alison started the day skimming the Seattle Times world news and opinion pages, her cappuccino and yellow highlighter by her side. There was a brief article about an Israeli threat on Yasser Arafat’s life, which Israel denied and Arafat had brushed off. Typical. She didn’t linger over this article; it was old news. However, she did find an intriguing editorial piece. George Bush’s “Roadmap to Peace,” it argued, favored Israel and would jeopardize the Palestinian right of return.

As she sat at her tiny breakfast nook and took in the key points from the article, Alison was distracted by the white scarf across the room. The scarf made her think of Margaret. Images of her sister-in-law-to-be in that outdated kitchen—her red hair and apron—filled Alison’s head as she tried to concentrate on the issue of the Palestinian right of return, one of her pet topics. Her mind drifted to where her life would be when she was as old as Margaret. Alison would be well established in her career by then; maybe she and Khalid would be living overseas. A dead-end street in the suburbs? She’d rather die.

The scarf sat folded neatly on the bookcase, which displayed evidence of her studies: textbooks on Islamic civilization, Arabic literature in translation, and books on Islamic architecture, colonialism, and Middle Eastern film. Another shelf held her three years of Arabic language study: textbooks, grammar guides, and her Hans Wehr dictionary.

The white scarf taunted Alison, reminding her she still needed to figure out what to wear. Of course, exchanging vows at the mosque wouldn’t be their true wedding—that would come later—but rather a request to fulfill, a showing of love that would please Khalid. It would be a field trip of sorts, getting married there.

The clothing decision was difficult: dressy yet modest. Alison laid out the choices on her bed. Her favorite dress was made of clingy fabric with slits up the sides. Out of the question. She settled on a light-gray suit, fitted and flattering, but the pants were wide and the jacket long. The modesty requirement was crucial. She didn’t want to be kicked out of the mosque on her first visit.

Now she was ready to confront the scarf. She had hoped to wear it draped gently around her face in the style of Queen Noor, but it wasn’t the right scarf for that look. Her new plan was to pin it on her head when she arrived at the mosque. Standing at her bathroom sink, Alison did a test run. She struggled with the safety pin and rebellious hairs popping out. She repeatedly shoved hair under the scarf, sliding the thing back and forth, seeking the best placement. By the time she got it in place, she had started to perspire and felt the onset of unexpected tears. All at once, Alison was filled with a longing—a yearning to see her Teytey Miriam, her late grandmother, and ask her for guidance.

Nearly all of what Alison knew of her Syrian background she had learned from her two grandmothers, Teytey Miriam and Grandma Helen, both from Damascus, both immigrants to Chicago. Grandma Helen, her mother’s mother, was Alison’s only surviving grandparent—still alive and living on Chicago’s northwest side, still attending her Orthodox church in Oak Park and maintaining her identity as a doctor’s wife.

But it was her Teytey Miriam, her father’s mother, whom Alison longed to see. A Greek Orthodox woman who had married a Muslim man, Teytey Miriam had been disowned by nearly all her family.

Foremost in Alison’s memories were their trips to the Middle Eastern grocery store off Michigan Avenue—the two of them admiring the imported items and their labels, and Teytey Miriam chatting with the shopkeeper in Arabic. The spoils of these excursions would be spread out on Teytey Miriam’s kitchen table—bottles of rose water and pomegranate molasses, jars of tahini and grape leaves, bags of Turkish coffee, zataar, and sumac, as well as trays of spinach pies and shortbread cookies.

Now, three years after her death, Alison fell back onto her memories of Teytey Miriam. Details that had once seemed merely quaint now played in Alison’s mind as clues that might help bring her own choices into focus, like how to slip on and off a Muslim scarf—surely her Teytey Miriam would have known this. And how to finally tell her parents about Khalid. Teytey Miriam could have helped there, too.

A recent email from her mother flashed through Alison’s mind. It was the usual anti-Islam slander, something about Muslim extremism and the niqab—her mother’s attempt to inform and correct. There was no use explaining things; her mother’s views ran long and deep.

While Alison’s father described himself as “Arabian”—which always made Alison think of horses—her mother never admitted to understanding Arabic, nor referred to herself as Arab, preferring instead “Mediterranean ancestry” or “Greek Orthodox” to explain her background.

Staring at her reflection, Alison tucked the last strand of hair inside the scarf and realized she would just have to wear the thing to the mosque. In her tiny living room, she sat on the couch, making sure not to disturb her throw pillows. She touched the scarf on her head and waited for Khalid.

It wasn’t a long car ride from Alison’s Capitol Hill apartment to the mosque on the north end. With its minaret and dome, the mosque was a unique sight in the city. As a student, Alison had toured mosques in Jerusalem and Cairo, but none in the States—and never as a bride.

The steady spring rain had slowed to a drizzle, and the view from I-5 was gray. Alison looked at Khalid’s hand on the steering wheel and admired his profile. He turned to her with his brown eyes, long-lashed and brilliant. He put a hand on her thigh. She laced her fingers through his and told herself how lucky she was, how happy she would be.

The whole thing was moving on fast forward. But in reality, it was last fall when Alison first noticed Khalid. He was sitting in a coffee shop near campus with a group of friends squeezed around a table. They’d laughed loudly and spoken in a mix of Arabic and English. Of the five, it was Khalid who caught her eye. Not only was he the most handsome—his dark curly hair falling over his forehead, his face begging to be looked at—but he had an aura about him, which drew his friends in and held their attention.

She saw him there again and again, her heart rate speeding up each time. She would sip her cappuccino while keeping one eye on her Arabic homework and the other on him. He drank Americanos and was always with his friends, two of whom she later learned were cousins. Alison caught his gaze several times and bits of their conversation—mostly exchanges on events in Palestine. After a month of observing him, Alison had arranged her textbook in a way for him to notice it as he passed by.

The bait had worked. He glanced down at her books and then up at her. “Do you know Arabic?” Those were his first words to her.

“I’m studying it.” She tilted her head and took in his presence: his steady eye contact, parted lips, and his cologne, which hung in the air and mixed with the scent of coffee beans.

He raised an eyebrow. “Say something in Arabic.”

“Ana ahib al lughat al arabia.” I love the Arabic language. She flashed a smile.

“Can I sit?’ he asked, gesturing to the empty chair. He didn’t wait for an answer but placed himself across from her. With a sense of ease, he leaned toward her. “So, why Arabic?”

When she told him her major, he nodded with approval. He didn’t ask why she had chosen Near Eastern studies, a question posed by nearly everyone.

After that, she’d trekked to the coffee shop daily, her palms always sweaty, her breath caught in her throat. He approached her again and again and flirted in the same breezy manner, his demeanor suggesting adventure and mystery. For weeks she could hardly focus on anything else, her mind continually turning back to him. He was an IT student, a green card holder, and a senior ready to graduate. Soon he was helping her with Arabic and teaching phrases from his dialect.

It wasn’t just his looks—although he certainly was gorgeous. In the end, it was their long talks that had captivated her, the way he considered her views, listening as though her opinions mattered. He followed her every word with his attentive eyes. No one had ever listened to her like that. Their discussions began with Palestine and went to other places: Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt—and back to Palestine. Everything came back to Palestine. Their favorite talking point was the plight of Palestinian refugees. Khalid outlined all his family had endured since 1948, captivating her with their history: a story of land lost, a refugee camp, another war, and continued displacement. She was moved by this and even more by the fact that he, after spending the night for the first time, told her that he loved her.

Love? she had wondered.

Weeks later at the coffee shop, during a discussion on the assimilation of Arab-Americans, Khalid had speculated on the motives of Alison’s own grandparents—their desire to pass as white—a motivation even she had failed to see. She smiled at his insight, rested her chin on one hand and regarded him: the perfectness of his face, the intensity of his eyes, the single curl that had fallen down onto his forehead.

And Alison realized: Yes, love.

It wasn’t long before he mentioned marriage—not as part of a romantic proposal the way a girl would expect, but rather as an inevitable progression of their relationship: sex, then love, then marriage. “Why don’t we just get married?” he had asked.

Out of all the smart and beautiful girls on campus, he had picked her. She gazed at him driving for another moment, then turned toward the window. She was startled by her reflection—her head covered in the scarf. She had forgotten she was masquerading as a Muslim woman. A pang of concern rose up: what if someone she knew saw her? What would her American classmates say? The unspoken attitude in her circle was that you studied Islam and Muslims, you didn’t become them.

Before Khalid, her social life had revolved around those friends. But from the day Alison started seeing him, she’d began to drift away, meeting only occasionally to discuss assignments and the war in Iraq. Who had time to socialize? Dating Khalid was all-consuming. He gave her purpose and energy, bringing to life everything she was studying. She cultivated new insider views, and her world immediately expanded. Before him, she had moved in a tiny orbit, attending only to the motions of study, work, and home.

She glanced at the traffic on the freeway. It was a Sunday morning, not many cars on the road. No one would recognize her in hijab—she barely recognized herself.

“You told your parents, didn’t you?” Khalid asked.

“Don’t worry, babe.”

“So, you told them?”

“Like I’m gonna ruin our wedding day.”

“You said you were going to call them.”

“I wanted to call them, I really did.” Of course, Alison was simply delaying the inevitable. No amount of justifying could change the facts about Khalid: the wrong faith, the wrong class, the wrong background. A Palestinian refugee, and Muslim, too.

“Now they’ll be upset for sure,” he said. “I should’ve called them myself.”

“That’s all I need—my mother freaking out.” Alison’s head felt pinched by the scarf.

He looked at her sideways. “Your parents, they’ll never respect me.”

“I can’t tell them over the phone anyway.” She tried to sound positive. “It’s better if they meet you in person. When they come out from Chicago, we’ll tell them. Besides, for my parents, it’s the big wedding that counts.”

Khalid drove on without speaking, his jaw set.

Were they arguing? They rarely argued, not even about politics. She caressed his hand, but he remained quiet.

As the scenery changed from the boats on Lake Union to the urban sprawl of north Seattle, Alison began picturing herself walking into the mosque, passing through the elaborate entrance. “So, you made an appointment?”

“Yeah, I saw the imam and gave him the papers.” Khalid took the exit off the freeway. “And I invited my cousins.”

She blinked. “Ibrahim and Salim?”

“We need witnesses. Two male witnesses.”

“Why those two?” She imagined them making fun of her scarf. “You should’ve told me.”

“I’m telling you now,” Khalid said as he pulled into the parking lot. “We need to wait for them.”

Alison stared out the car window and up the brick building, its dome and minaret rising into the gray sky. How horrified her mother would be if she knew her youngest child was getting married in a mosque. Alison’s older sisters had married men named Alex and Stephen and had obediently declared their wedding vows in their mother’s church.

Alison flipped down the sun visor and looked in the small mirror. The scarf made her face appear angular and gaunt.

Khalid stroked her arm. “You get to see the mosque.” Then he looked at her more closely. “Your face is white.”

“It’s the scarf. Makes me look washed out.”

“You look beautiful.”

Alison touched the scarf. “Please don’t get used to it.” She heard voices from outside and turned to see Ibrahim and Salim walking toward them, putting out cigarettes. Khalid got out of the car first, and the men exchanged their Arabic hellos. At last, she stepped into the wet parking lot, and Ibrahim greeted her.

“Today, it’s your big day.”

She braced for one of them to make a joke about her scarf, but they didn’t.

As the group moved toward the mosque, Khalid pointed to a side door. “You go in that entrance.”

Alison stopped and stared at the plain white door, dirty with scuff marks. The women’s entrance. Of course. “How will I know where to go?”

“Don’t worry.” He put a hand on the small of her back. “I can’t get married without you.” His touch was warm and reassuring. Then he pulled away, smiled, and waved. With his cousins, he disappeared around the corner without looking back.

Alone in the parking lot, she paused. The men would be opening the heavy doors of the main entrance and strolling under the calligraphy inscription. Feeling a slight wave of nausea, she reached for the doorknob. Inside, cheap plastic sandals were scattered about. She removed her strappy high heels and slipped them into the low shelves. To her right was a stairwell, where Khalid stood at the top.

She went up to him and followed him down a hallway and into a room lined with books. A man sitting at the table stood and nodded to Khalid. “As-salaam alaikum.” Peace be upon you. To Alison, he said, “I’m Daud, an imam for this masjid.” He wore a button-down shirt and little wire frame glasses, his beard closely trimmed. Alison extended her hand. He made a slight bow and touched his chest.

“He doesn’t shake women’s hands,” Khalid whispered.

“I just forgot,” she whispered back.

The imam sat and gestured for them to sit across from him. Ibrahim and Salim were already sitting off to the side. Beside them, a gray-haired man sat clutching a string of prayer beads.

“This is Mr. Barakat, an extra witness for today,” the imam said.

Alison nodded to the man; then her gaze turned to the papers on the table. She recognized their marriage license and the application she had hastily signed the week before.

The imam looked up. “So, you’re not Muslim?”

“I’m not.” She crossed and uncrossed her arms.

“I see that you’re Christian,” he said, reading off the form.

Alison’s face grew warm. “I was raised Greek Orthodox.” What else could she say? The truth was the last time she had stepped into the church was for her sister’s wedding. Her sharpest memories of church were the corrections dished out by her Grandma Helen: Sit still. Be quiet. To this day, whenever Grandma Helen was around, Alison held her breath, waiting for a scolding.

Khalid leaned in. “Actually, her grandfather was Muslim.”

“Masha’Allah,” the imam replied. What God wills. He looked at Alison.

“My father’s father,” she said, growing more flushed, though this fact that Khalid celebrated was a detail that no one in her family spoke of. Her grandfather, who had arrived from Syria to Chicago in 1945, changed his first name from Issam to Sam, and his last name from Thayer to Taylor. He’d married a Christian woman and hardly practiced Islam at all. It wasn’t until he was elderly, Alison still in grade school, that proof of his faith had surfaced. It appeared on his bedside table: a Qur’an, its sheer pages lined with Arabic script—so alien and mysterious. Just like her grandfather.

“Have you had any premarital counseling?” The imam spoke with an American accent.

“Do we need it?” Khalid asked.

“It’s not required,” the imam said. “Though I’d like you to know what you’re getting into.”

Alison had a good idea. She had studied the language, culture, history, and religion. Between her studies and her family background, she knew more than most American girls marrying Muslim guys—that was for sure. Then she noticed the imam tilt his head and gaze at Khalid like a concerned parent. It was Khalid, not her, the imam was worried about.

“How long have you known each other?” the imam asked.

“Almost a year,” Alison said. “We met at the U, actually, at a coffee shop.”

The imam held up his hand, signaling that it was not part of his job to hear these details. He looked at her. “Do you plan to work?”

“After I get my bachelor’s degree, I’d also like to get my master’s. I’ll work after that.” She felt her tension dissolve as she talked about her plans.

“You two have discussed this?” The imam looked at Khalid.

“It’s okay with me.”

“What about children?” The imam glanced down at his notes and back up again.

“Inshallah,” Khalid answered.

“If you have children, who’ll take care of them when she’s working?”

“She will,” Khalid said.

The imam turned to Alison.

“It’s hard to say.” She shifted in her seat.

At this, Khalid shot her a look.

“It’s kinda far off,” she said. “God only knows, right?” They couldn’t argue with that.

“But what are your intentions?” the imam asked pointedly.

Alison kept her gaze away from Khalid; she could already imagine the look of irritation on his face. She became aware of the imam tapping his pen and the perspiration on her upper lip.

“Do you intend to take care of your children?” the imam repeated.

“Yes … Inshallah,” she mumbled.

“Would you like to make shahadda today?” He peered over his wire frame glasses. “That is, do you wish to declare your faith in Islam?”

Alison shook her head. “No.”

The imam took off his glasses to look at her. “There is no compulsion in religion, but I do encourage you to seek knowledge.” He shuffled his papers. “We’re ready to start.”

Alison took a deep breath and tried to focus. Her heart pounded and sweat spread below her clothing. The imam continued with questions about their names and dates of birth. Her eyes darted around the room from Khalid, to the prayer beads in Mr. Barakat’s hand, to the bookshelves lining the walls. Her eyes passed over the shelves, which held a jumble of books and row after row of the Qur’an.

Once Alison had suggested buying a Qur’an for Khalid’s mother as a gift. They were in the Pakistani shop that sold a mix of halal foods and Muslim clothing. Amongst a pile of Islamic literature, Alison had found a small gold-trimmed Qur’an. She asked Khalid if his mother would like it. Without glancing up, he said, “She can’t read.” He said this as though it were a normal thing, the way one might say: She can’t cook.

The imam continued with his questions. “And who will be the bride’s wakeel? Her representative?”

“He will.” Khalid pointed to Ibrahim, and anxiety fluttered inside Alison.

Pen poised to write, the imam asked, “May I have your name please?”

As Ibrahim spelled his name, Alison stared at the gangly young man. He was younger than she and not as smart. She knew this from their discussions at the coffee shop.

The imam glanced at Alison. “Do you accept this man as your wakeel?”

“Yes,” she said. What else could she do?

The imam peered at her. “Has someone explained your marriage rights?”

She had studied this in her Human Rights in Islam course. But when she tried to think of what she knew, all that came to mind were vague, theoretical notions. Alison cleared her throat. “Could you tell me?”

“You have the right to mahr, money paid by the husband to the wife at the time of marriage. You have the right to a marriage contract, in which you can outline your own conditions. Do you have a marriage contract?”

“Do I need one?” Her head swelled with regrets. Why hadn’t she thought of this? She had allowed herself to be swept up into these Muslim vows without any preparation at all.

“It’s a personal choice. Some women have conditions.”

Alison nodded. The conditions were protection for needy women. She lifted her chin. She didn’t need that type of security.

“About the mahr, what have you agreed on?”

Everyone turned to Khalid, who said, “I was thinking of … I don’t know if this is okay. I wrote …”

Alison held her breath. She felt suffocated by the scarf and wanted to speak up. She didn’t need any money. She wasn’t Muslim, and this wasn’t her custom.

“I wrote one dollar,” Khalid said.

A trickle of sweat rolled down Alison’s back.

“Is that what you two agreed on?” the imam asked.

“We haven’t talked about it,” Khalid said.

The imam switched his gaze to Ibrahim.

“It’s fine with me,” Ibrahim said. Alison stared at him, her mouth agape.

The imam looked at her. “Are you okay with that amount?”

She thought for a moment and reminded herself this wasn’t her practice. “It’s fine.” She shrugged. Everyone was acting so official about a silly dollar.

“Should I give it to her now?” Khalid asked.

The imam gestured for Khalid to hand it over. He took out his wallet and opened it. Alison saw the edge of a ten and a twenty. “I don’t have any ones.” He looked to his cousins.

“Let me check.” Salim reached for his wallet and drew out a dollar bill, crisp and new, and passed it to Khalid, who handed it to Alison, the way a man would tip a waitress.

The imam fixed his eyes on her. “Do you freely choose to marry this man, Khalid Mansour?”

“I do.”

“Khalid, do you freely choose to marry this woman, Alison Taylor?”

“Yes.”

As Alison watched Khalid sign his name on the certificate, she smiled. At last, relief, a giddy breathlessness that rose up in her chest. That was it. They were married.

“As a final note,” the imam said, “I’d like to read from Surah An-Nisa.” He reached for the Qur’an in front of him and began to recite in Arabic. Alison caught some of the words, but none of the ideas. Three years of studying Arabic, deciphering its three-letter roots, including a spring quarter in Cairo, and all she could comprehend were bits and pieces.

The imam finished, closed the Qur’an, and handed it to Alison. “For you.”

She took the book, heavy in her hands, and everyone rose from their seats. The men shook hands all around, and the cousins kissed Khalid multiple times on each cheek. As Alison stood by, she had a sudden impulse to kiss Khalid, but knew this was out of the question inside the mosque. Meanwhile, Ibrahim performed a small bow for her, and Salim said, “Alf mabruuk.” A thousand congratulations.

Out in the parking lot, it had stopped raining and the air was fresh. Alison stood by the car while the men laughed and patted one another on the back. The brick mosque loomed over them; she wouldn’t be going in there again. One day, she and Khalid would visit the famous mosques of Damascus and Jerusalem. She would wear her scarf Queen Noor-style next time.

“Yalla,” she said. Hurry up. Khalid waved good-bye and then was next to her, sliding a hand around her waist and kissing her cheek. As they drove away with the mosque behind them, tears of relief welled up behind her eyes, and she released the breath she had been holding.

Alison reached behind her and placed the Qur’an on the backseat. She stared down at the marriage certificate in her hand, examining her signature, tidy and consistent, written with deliberate style. Next to it was Khalid’s, in his childlike script. She still had the dollar bill pressed in her palm. She stared at the bill, no longer crisp and new, but crumpled in her hand.
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The alarm clock went off at 3:20 a.m. Zainab reached for it, and although she knew better, she glanced to see if her husband Abed was next to her. Alone, she slowly got up and shuffled down the hall to the bathroom, passing the room where her son Ahmed and his wife slept. Zainab, still half asleep, splashed water up her arms, preparing for the morning prayer. Back in her room, she stood at the edge of her carpet and adjusted herself in the right direction. Covered in white, she began the prescribed movements, bending, prostrating, and mentally reciting her prayers.

Afterward, she remained kneeling for her supplications. With palms up, eyes closed, she whispered, “Allahu Akbar.” God is great. “Thank you for the blessings you’ve bestowed upon my family.” She carried out her regular formula of praising, thanking, and asking for guidance. “Grant health to my body, my blood pressure, and my sugar levels. Don’t let me get sick in this disbelieving country.”

Her prayers then shifted to specific family members. “Guard and protect my mother, my brother Waleed, and my sister Anysa. Ease their suffering.” Eyes still closed, she could see her family in the refugee camps of the West Bank. She made a special du’a—a prayer inspired by guilt—for her youngest daughter Nadia, bless her, left behind in Jordan. Poor girl.

Zainab progressed to immediate matters. “Praise be to you that my son finished university.” For a moment, she got a tingle of delight thinking of Khalid graduating later that very day. “Ya Allah, please guide Khalid’s new bride—what’s her name? Guide her to be a good wife. Lead them both down the right path. If that is your will.”

Zainab exhaled. “And Ahmed. Protect and guide him. Help him get a job in an Arab country. Let their children learn Arabic and be good Muslims. Have Margaret wear hijab again.” She whispered, “Ya Allah, there is nothing easy except what you make easy.”

When Zainab was certain she had mentioned each of her two sons, five daughters, and twenty-five grandchildren, she took a deep breath and moved to her final and most important du’a: “Ya Allah, have mercy on Abed’s soul.” Her hands trembled at the thought of her late husband. “Remove from him the punishment of the grave. Reward him with paradise. There is no deity but you.” A vision of Abed flickered in her mind. She reached for her prayer beads and recited subhan’Allah at each bead. Glory be to Allah. After squeezing each of the thirty-three beads, she put them back in their place, removed her prayer garments, dropped back into bed, and fell asleep.

Zainab hoisted herself into the front seat of the minivan, next to Ahmed. For this day, she wore her best white scarf and best embroidered thob. Margaret and the three kids settled in the back. They pulled out of the cul-de-sac, and Zainab, as usual, surveyed the neighborhood as they passed. The wooden houses seemed temporary compared to the sturdy stone homes in Palestine—those were homes you could live in for generations.

Her grandchildren Tariq and Leena bickered in the backseat. “Be good,” she said in Arabic, and then remembered: they couldn’t understand her.

Zainab wished Mona and her family were coming. Ahmed had said there weren’t enough tickets, and Mona had no one to watch the boys. What a shame, Khalid’s own sister not attending his graduation.

Zainab’s thoughts moved to Khalid, a graduate at last—a surprise even to her. Even though he had smarts—masha’Allah—he was lazy and undisciplined. No self-control. But now Zainab could hold her head up when visiting her sister Anysa, whose words always intruded Zainab’s thoughts.

“Eight years?” Anysa had said, “Whoever heard of someone taking eight years to finish university?” Then she added, “Inshallah he’ll finish. Maybe.”

When Zainab admitted to her sister over a long-distance phone call that Khalid had married a foreign girl—more American than Arab—Zainab had to endure Anysa’s questions about the girl’s background and religion. What started as congratulations had twisted into condolences.

Zainab thought of Khalid’s bride, that skinny girl with the tight clothing. Any Arab blood pumping in those veins had to be weak, diluted from living in America. Truth be told, it was hard to grasp why Khalid was drawn to her. Could she give him what he needed? Could she help him overcome his faults? Could the girl even cook?

Zainab turned to Ahmed. “Is Khalid’s bride going to be there?”

“Alison. Her name’s Alison. I told you, Yama, she’s graduating, too.”

Ah, yes. Zainab remembered. “Masha’Allah.” By the grace of God.

“Alison’s parents will be there, as well,” Ahmed said.

Zainab clicked her tongue. She didn’t like this arrangement and preferred to receive them at home, where she could inspect the bride’s parents at her ease and show them her eldest son Ahmed owned his own house.

From the freeway, all Zainab could see were the towering evergreens, not the houses or streets behind them. She felt swallowed up. In Palestine, there were trees, yes, but she could still see the stone walls and hillsides. Zainab sighed. She pulled out her string of blue prayer beads, which were smooth to the touch, their tassel soft and worn. The beads were from Jerusalem and had passed through her fingertips for years.

By the time Ahmed parked, the sky was completely gray. Zainab’s joints were stiff as her feet hit the pavement. They joined a crowd, all walking in the same direction.

Ahmed took her arm. “This is the university, Yama. Khalid and I studied here. Margaret and Alison, too.”

The university was like its own city, orderly and contained. Ahmed guided Zainab through a rose garden and into a large stadium. He stayed by her side as she pulled herself up the cement steps, feeling the eyes of others upon her. Each time she turned to face an observer, the person looked away. Perhaps they were admiring the hand embroidery on her thob, which was indeed beautiful, its stitches compact and uniform. Any Palestinian woman of her generation would recognize the motif as a pattern from Bethlehem.

Zainab sat between her son and Jenin. The stadium was a daunting place, immense and wide open. She missed the company of Mona and tugged at Ahmed’s sleeve. “Why didn’t you tell me this was outside?”

He didn’t answer; he was busy talking to his wife. Zainab felt alone and glanced at Jenin next to her. She had the body of a woman but the face of a girl. May Allah bless her, Zainab thought.

Still, Zainab would have rather sat next to Abed. The only person happier about Khalid finally graduating would have been his father, who had been intent on sending his sons to study abroad. If Abed were here, she would lean on him, and he would pat her hand and chuckle at her jokes. She could almost feel his hand on hers. How could Abed be gone five months now when she felt his presence so clearly?

He had died in the morning—a heart attack over breakfast. There had been no warning, no illness, no hospital stay, no sickbed vigil. He was buried the same afternoon. To Allah we belong and to him we return.

Zainab rubbed her eyes, looked at the sky, and noted the position of the sun behind the clouds. She turned to Ahmed. “I’m going to miss the noon prayer.”

“You can make it up when we get to the restaurant,” he said.

Zainab considered this. It would upset the order of her day, which was organized according to prayer times

Ahmed placed a booklet in Zainab’s lap. “See that? It’s Khalid’s name.” Zainab squinted at the tiny row of letters, lined up like cross-stitch. Then Ahmed flipped through the pages. “There, Alison’s name.” Zainab glanced at the page and smiled at her son to make him happy.

When music started and the graduates poured into the stadium, Ahmed patted his mother’s arm. “Yama, there’s Khalid!” Zainab craned her neck, but there was no way she could distinguish him among the sea of black gowns. Ahmed startled her again. “There’s Alison!” Zainab made a partial attempt to locate her but soon gave up.
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