

[image: Cover: ]




Praise for It’s Easier to Reach Heaven than the End of the Street

“A fascinating account... Emma Williams is an honest, fair-minded, humane, highly intelligent young woman with a passion for justice who turns out to be an elegant, perceptive, delightful writer.”

—Arthur Schlesinger Jr.

“A sustained masterpiece of the contemporary genre. It deserves to be read very widely: Nothing I have read during the last decade about the Israel-Palestine conflict in journalistic reportage, political analyses, histories, personal stories, or novels comes close to its brilliance in exposing the accumulating human debris of this monstrous ‘situation.’ Williams’s writing in this memoir displays the tenacity of Anna Funder, the intrepidity of a Ryszard Kapuscinski, the politically gendered sensitivity of Nadine Gordimer, the reconciliatory instincts of Desmond Tutu, and the literary competence of Joyce Carol Oates. It’s a joy to read.”

—Les Rosenblatt, Arena magazine

“The best account I’ve read of the tragedy that took the Palestinians and Israelis hostage.”

—Daniel Ben Simon

“What Emma Williams has to tell us in this riveting and moving memoir is of two peoples living in a time of terror, fear, anger and death. Her humanity and empathy allow her to see both peoples in all their individuality, rather than as political footballs...It is one of the most significant contributions to establishing the day-to-day reality of the time.”

—Linda Grant

“Emma Williams has pulled off an amazing literary and journalistic feat—a study of modern Israel that shows the best and the worst on each side of the tragedy, and which engages our sympathy with both. She writes beautifully.”

—Boris Johnson

“Brilliant and moving... one of the best of recent books about Israel and Palestine.”

—William Dalrymple, New Statesman

“[A] brilliant memoir... she succeeds like few others in her ability to view the situation through the eyes of Jew and Arab... Drawing our sympathy now to one, now to the other, she envies those with a ‘one-eyed view,’ undisturbed by the layers of complication... Her eye for detail conveys the situation more painfully than statistics... What she has produced is a human document; sensitive, compassionate, and superbly written. The exemplary notes, maps, and glossary... help to make this memoir more illuminating and instructive than many a pundit’s tome.”

—Theo Richmond, The Spectator

“Short of a crash course in Nablus or a Gaza refugee camp, I recommend Emma Williams’s expatriate memoir of Jerusalem in the second intifada as an initial exposure to the dispiriting reality behind the propaganda, theirs and ours... Israelis and Palestinians are like angry twins joined at the hip. [This book] is an engrossing exploration of what that means.”

—Eric Silver, Jewish Chronicle

“This book must be one of the most honest accounts of those terrible years. It’s proportionate, subtle and comprehensive... biased towards nobody but the voices of moderation and hope.”

—The Guardian

“This is a clever book, in the best sense of the word. Emma Williams deftly weaves two stories into one, using a personal journey through the grinding Israeli-Palestinian conflict to explore its larger dynamics and personalities... The book’s strength lies in its many conversations, which capture the relentless determination of what Williams rightly describes as ‘two extraordinary peoples’ to remain blind to the plight of the other... A valuable, highly readable contribution.”

—The Australian

“Many books have been written about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict... What makes Emma Williams’ memoir unique is the honesty of her observations on ordinary life: what it is like to live with occupation and suicide bombers... The beauty of this book is that, as the author’s political awareness grows, so does that of the reader. She explains the conflict in simple terms, without getting bogged down by the tedious chronology that weighs down other Jerusalem memoirs. Yet everything is here.”

—Daily Telegraph

“This intelligent, incisive account... and her cool analysis of the humanity and hypocrisy at the heart of the Israeli/Palestinian fighting is striking.”

—The Times

“Compelling... extraordinary and insightful account of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”

—Harper’s Bazaar

“Our choice of the best recent books.”

—Sunday Times

“Emma Williams has gone to great lengths to talk to both sympathetic and unsympathetic Israelis, chronicling the human cost of Palestinian suicide bombings as well as of Israeli incursions, curfews, punitive shellings and bombings. ... A reader only vaguely aware of the reality behind the headlines will find much that is observant and saddening in her vivid portrait of this tribal dispute.”

—The Independent

“Williams is an excellent recorder of dialogue on both sides of the political divide. Her purpose is to illuminate the plight of each community... It makes grim reading, but it is all true.”

—Sunday Times

“On one level, it is a personal memoir... On another level, it strikes in a more profound way, keeping at front and centre the people afflicted by the conflict and making tangible the fear to which many are condemned. It also provides the political and historical context of the events of the last six years, lightly told.”

—Financial Times

“As well as telling the story of her family’s two-and-a half-year stay in Jerusalem, it offers a careful and accessible explanation of the background to ‘the situation.’ ... Williams, who studied history at Oxford before taking a degree in medicine, wanted to explain the difficulties of ordinary life that fail to make the news, but which, over years, fuel much larger events... She got to know the situation first-hand, from both sides.... Williams manages to be scrupulously even-handed about one of the most contentious situations in the world.”

—The Scotsman

“The insanity of the Israel-Palestine conflict is a constant background in global affairs, but how do we assess its impact on those who have to endure it? Emma Williams’ account of that experience provides a rare glimpse into its day-to-day reality... Her direct and punchy style fits the atmosphere of constant tension she describes, and brings it to the surface of our conscience.”

—Canberra Times

“Emma Williams’ Jerusalem memoir is a vivid account of the quotidian existence of Israelis and Palestinians in each other’s hostile midsts... a poignant response to the usual misinformation about the Palestinians.”

—The Oldie

“[Williams’s] experience, recorded with painstaking honesty, will be welcomed by anyone who wants to understand the complexities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict... In the midst of denial and the language of force, Williams’s own voice seeks truth, moderation and dialogue.

—New Statesman

“[Charles] Glass wrote that Williams could ‘do anything.’ What she does best is toe the extremely valuable line of impartiality while describing the daily life of people in hell.”

—Sunday Times
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Foreword

When I reviewed the British version of Emma Williams’s book in the New York Review of Books three years ago, I hoped that it would soon be available in the United States in an American edition. The book had been very well received by British, Australian, and other reviewers. Almost of all them commented on the combination of the beauty of the prose, the lucid under-standing of the political issues, and the emotional horror of the conflict with the author’s clear-sighted balance. They recognized that it was the manifest intention of the writer to see the conflict from both sides, not in a way that involved sitting on the fence but truly getting to grips with how painful the situation is for both peoples involved in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

I am delighted that this updated version is now available in the US. Due not least to President Obama’s call for real progress through purposeful negotiation, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is once again in the forefront of international attention. The significance of a book of this kind is therefore even greater than it was three years ago, a time when it was clear to all that under the Bush administration there was going to be no movement on the peace process. This updated version has even more relevance now than the first edition had then.

Emma Williams provides a personal and highly perceptive account of working daily with both Israelis and Palestinians during a three-year period of extreme violence and emotion, the second Intifada. Because she has a strong affection and respect for the people of both sides, her account is of particular interest, and value, to those who are part of the search for a resolution, as well as to all those interested in this longstanding human tragedy.

Williams, her husband, a UN official, and their three small children (a fourth was born in Bethlehem at the height of the violence) arrived in Jerusalem four weeks before the Intifada started and insisted on staying on as a family. They thus shared, to an unusual degree, the very different anxieties and hardships of ordinary Israelis and Palestinians. Though it is unusual and not easy to arrange, this sharing of experience is invaluable if UN officials are fully to understand and to play a positive role in helping to resolve issues that fuel violence and conflict.

[image: pgxii_001]

A medical doctor, Williams worked by day in Palestinian hospitals on the Mount of Olives and near Ramallah. Her husband worked mostly in Gaza and the West Bank. At night they returned, sometimes with difficulty, to their children—at school during the day—and their house in a largely Arab part of Jerusalem. The couple had a great many Israeli friends with whom they would spend time in the evenings and on the weekends.

They experienced at first hand the violence—suicide bombings, Israeli military counter-measures, checkpoints, and innumerable disruptions of normal life, increasingly irrational reactions on all sides, hatred and the insatiable desire for revenge, and, last but not least, having to explain it all to three young children. They also witnessed many acts of heroism, decency, and understanding.

The result is not only an intimate, moving, and revealing book about two extraordinary peoples whose lives and futures are now in the balance, but also an important contribution to understanding the conflict, its history, and current status. Emma Williams’s account of what the Israeli-Palestinian conflict means for ordinary people on both sides, how they react to it, what they fear and what they hope for, could well, in the long run, be far more useful than all the partisan rhetoric, the hatred, the myths, and the lust for revenge that inevitably lead, over and over again, to extreme violence.

Meanwhile, this beautifully written book will certainly help outside observers to understand better the people of both sides and their struggle. Is it too much to hope that it might also help Israelis and Palestinians to see each other in a less baleful light, as they must do if they are to avoid a shared, and terminal, calamity?

—Brian Urquhart






Introduction: Just over the Hill

The first I heard of the plan to move our young family from New York to Jerusalem was on an October night’s drive along the Sawmill Parkway to Connecticut.

“How’d you like to live in Jerusalem for a couple of years?”

Andrew and I had been married for eight years. Soon after our wedding in Britain I’d joined him in Pakistan where I worked as a junior surgeon in a Pakistan hospital, and we moved to New York in 1992.

Now it was late October, 1999. Andrew was at the wheel of a rented car. We’d stood in line for burgers and milkshakes at the Red Rooster in Brewster and the smell of French fries hung stale in the car air.

“Might be good.” I needed more information. “What’s up?”

“The main UN office for the Middle East peace process is setting up a unit for regional politics out there, helping with the negotiations that are looking encouraging. The lead guy has asked if I’d be interested in heading it.”

“When?”

“Starting in a couple of months. We’d see in the new millennium in New York, and be out there some time after that.”

The new millennium. Newspapers, websites, and conversations obsessed with Y2K and the impending end of electronic interaction. Seven years in New York had been light and young. We’d built ourselves a home in a Chelsea loft and filled it with three children. They were now five, two, and six months old. Archie could handle moving schools without too much trouble; Xan and Catriona would take it in stride. And I had swapped clinical medicine for research and public health. There’d be plenty of work to do out there.

“Great. Let’s go for it.”

The weekend was bright with the colors of a New England fall, so much more vibrant than a veiled old England autumn. The children buried themselves in leaves and tried to redirect a small stream ambling down the hillside. Andrew and I played visions of a Holy Land life in each other’s heads, and drove back to the city halfway out of it already.

The reality of relocation was not so streamlined. The UN machine moved slowly, and Andrew didn’t start his new post until April 2000. We waved goodbye to him and stayed on in New York to see out the school year, finish my work projects, and pack up our loft.

Friends were full of advice about where to live, which schools to choose, and how to cope with the natives (definitions varied). I heard about our new location directly from Andrew when he reached it. His reports about our new rental accommodation in a tiny village in Jerusalem caused problems for me when I relayed them in conversations back in New York. Apparently he’d found a house for us that couldn’t exist, in an area we shouldn’t contemplate, and he’d chosen a school—the Lycée Francais—from a different culture that would only confuse our children. At a party on Gracie Square Peter Jennings questioned me about the location of the Palestinian village in central Jerusalem. Edward Said explained to him that it was in “No Man’s Land,” that is, the area in Jerusalem lying between two threads of the Green Line, the 1949 Armistice Line (I made a mental note to find out about these complications, and their history). At a book party I was told that I must find an apartment in Ramallah, as that was where all the fun was to be found, not in stodgy Jerusalem. No, no, no, others insisted: Tel Aviv was the only place to live, with way too much religion in Jerusalem. On a bench in Union Square a friend told me that to live in a Palestinian area was to ask for trouble; why not choose one of the nice areas of West Jerusalem, like Rehavia or near Emek Rephaim, or even one of the up and coming areas like Bakaa? None of the names meant anything to me yet. As for the French school system, why burden children with the francophone way of thinking? There was a perfectly good American school in the center of town, wasn’t there?

New York’s confidence was as solid as its concern, but not always shored up by the reality 6,000 miles away. My confusion at the contradictions was to morph into an automatic resignation; I would stop the retort that rose automatically and bite it back until I’d seen for myself what was happening on the ground. I was to find that contradiction became a pattern and the general way of things.

The house that Andrew found, through a French-Israeli friend—Ofer—who lived in Jaffa, was in a village in Jerusalem after all. We did live in a Palestinian area, but found it no trouble. I grew accustomed to the names of places, and to love them. The French school served us well and was a good choice, though there was a suicide bombing at its gate one morning. And we added to the family: a baby boy, born in Bethlehem, four days before Christmas.

Six years later we were back in New York. Six years; a large slice of a family’s life, but a brief moment in the story of the Mideast. A moment in which there had been an intifada, an attack on the US homeland, and the inauguration of two wars. New York’s assuredness had shifted and realigned. A moment of profound change, and opportunity, of failure, and pain. For us it was a moment of watching people’s futures sawn off by extremism and violence, observing diplomacy fail and anti-Semitism and Islamophobia grow, witnessing hope cemented into despair. It was our moment of riding the roller coaster euphemistically known as “the situation.”

“The situation”: that’s what those on the ground call it. On the face of it, the situation is straightforward. It’s a conflict between two peoples, Israeli and Palestinian, over land: the Holy Land. In reality, it’s a maelstrom, a tragedy of our times, a shameful failure of the modern world. And it looks so different from over there, on the ground, that the view from New York verges dangerously on fantasy.

We walked into the situation in August 2000, a month before it blew up; the calm before the continuing storm. We quit on the first night of George Bush’s invasion of Iraq, in March 2003, the bombs falling on Baghdad as I sat waiting with my four children in a large airplane on the tarmac of Tel Aviv airport, hoping we would not end up as collateral damage of the onslaught a few hundred miles away.

A few hundred miles. That’s a big distance in Israel. Many of Israel’s enemies are much closer, and the gap between protection and defenselessness painfully narrow. There’s no Atlantic barrier, no island safety for Israelis, who inhabit a sliver of land with undefined, changing borders. I heard the fears all too painfully in a conversation with an IDF general, Amos Gilad, military strategist in the Israeli Ministry of Defense. He had described to a friend of mine, Peter, his straightforward vision of the future: to turn the seven major Palestinian cities into isolated “microcosms.” That would contain the problem. This was to be the strategy, he had said, “this year and for all years.”

Peter told me about their conversation over coffee one morning in the Jerusalem winter of 2002, after we had dropped our respective children at the school next door to the café. An Australian ex-soldier turned UN political officer, Peter wondered aloud at the idea of “microcosms” and their effects on people’s lives. Roni, the café owner, switched channels to find the news. There had been another terror attack, and Roni translated for us.

“We’ll never be free,” he said. “This country is shit, we’ll never be free from terror.”

“This is my point,” said Peter. “How do we, they—Israelis and Palestinians, but it affects the rest of us too—get out of here? Everyone is trapped, in different ways, but trapped all the same by the situation.” The question stuck, as it always did, in the freeze of frustrated silence. The two of us left Roni’s coffee shop in that same silence, heading out into the damp Jerusalem chill to start work.

Later, when I went to see General Gilad myself, I asked him about “the situation” and, remembering Peter’s troubling question, how we might get out of it. Major General Amos Gilad, by now head of the Israeli government’s military-political unit, held court in Tel Aviv at the Kyria, the left ventricle of the Israeli defense ministry. I had driven down from Jerusalem with a slow leak in a tire through sluggish traffic on Route 1, and an Israeli in the lane next to me had pointed out my flattening tire with a look of sympathy. I was going to be late if I stopped so I didn’t.

Tel Aviv was bright in the Mediterranean sun, as bright as it had been buzzing when I had seen it the night before, the clubs pounding music and the people filling the streets, gathering in the balmy night air. Now, out of the morning rush hour, I drove cautiously through the security procedures into the Kyria, an awesome complex in the center of the city. I wished I had stayed the night in Tel Aviv instead of heading back to Jerusalem, but the two cities are less than forty miles apart and the pull of Jerusalem is strong. I had submitted all my details to the ministry and been given clearance for my visit. That same week an Israeli-Arab* journalist had also been given clearance to visit the Kyria to interview an official; the soldiers on guard were jumpy and when he reached into his pocket for his ID they thought he was a terrorist and beat him up, breaking his legs. I was glad General Gilad had sent one of his uniformed assistants to escort me through the complex to his office.

I had first met the general at a party in Tel Aviv. Guarded by security men, all shaven-headed with coiled listening pieces in one ear, he was talking to Norway’s ambassador, Mona Juul, who introduced me. He was genial, relaxed, telling me about female pilots in the Israeli air force and the military’s worries in case they were shot down and captured by Arabs. “You don’t want to know what they do to women if they capture them. And I’m not going to tell you,” he said slowly, looking straight at me. “But these girls insist on being pilots, and we are,” he laughed, “a democracy. Sometimes too democratic, I think.”

Now, in the Kyria, a girl in khaki fatigues was leading me through the complex of buildings and corridors. She handed me over to the general in his office; he smiled and shook my hand firmly. He was charming: “You know, I was in New York, but I came back because I wanted to see you.” We both laughed at his flattery. “Why don’t you sit here?” the palm of his hand offering the corner in an elbow of sofas. “Coffee?” He glanced at one of the uniformed girls in the outer office.

His office was small, unpretentious. Israelis are not particular about putting on a show; they are informal and unstuffy. Nor did the general need any trappings to give the impression of power. He sat at the protected heart of a vast army, equipped with the latest, most invincible land, sea, and air weaponry, conventional and nuclear. Ursine, solid, and gray-haired, he radiated power: it hung off his civilian clothes. His unraised voice was frank as he laid out Israel’s policy toward the Palestinians.

“You have to understand the deep motives in this situation.” He leaned back. “It was Rabin who sent me to Arafat,” the general said, “and eventually I reached a deep insight of the Palestinian leader. We developed a chemistry. But we got him wrong, in a way that doesn’t contribute to the image of Jews as geniuses. One of our most critical mistakes.”

A young woman came in with cups of coffee. She set them down on the low table between us.

General Gilad thanked her and carried on. “One of our most critical mistakes was dealing with this guy. My assessments irritated some politicians.” He chuckled, but went on more seriously, explaining that, tragically, the Palestinians don’t recognize Israel as the homeland of the Jewish people. He looked down at my notepad, pausing while I wrote, and then explained that Arafat believed demographic trends dictated that Israel was temporary, and accepted Israel on that basis only. The general added his resentment at Palestinians’ making “no attempt to understand Israelis, how we feel, what our concerns are.”

His words conjured up the image of Arafat, the short man in his military gear, keffiyeh placed painstakingly on his strange head. I tried to picture the two men together, working out each other’s deep motives.

The general was telling me how Palestinians wanted all Jews out of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and that their ideas were not based on mutual recognition; they want an independent Palestinian state without Jews. “Unlike Israel, of course, which is one fifth Palestinian.” And they want us “to take back the refugees as well.” He broke off, mildly angry.

I had questions, but he was explaining in his own way.

“The Hashemite Kingdom is, of course, two thirds Palestinian,” he was saying about Jordan. “Amman is almost entirely Palestinian.” And then: “As for women, you know that to them women are less than donkeys and dogs. An Arab of 75 came to me asking for fertility treatment—he had a 25-year-old wife! You can buy women in their society.”

I thought of men buying women, that it’s not impossible to buy anyone, anywhere.

“You remember the suicide bombing by the woman at Erez?”

I nodded.

“She was having an affair with her husband’s boss, a Hamas man. Her family left her no choice. Either she died ‘with honor’—as a suicide bomber—or she got killed.”

“How did we get here, though? Into this terrible situation?”

“In 2000, Arafat decided to use terror to break us. He was confident he would break us with their terror. This was the correct assessment I presented before Camp David.

“Israel suffers far more from terror than any previous people. Israelis are remarkable people—they show unbelievable resistance. People don’t understand what it’s like. We were briefing a delegation and I was explaining to them that I was never sure whether I would see my wife alive each night. At that very moment my daughter called me to say that there had been a suicide bomb in Herzliya. My mother, my wife, and my daughter had left the scene one minute before it went off. The Hungarian delegate said to the Russian, ‘Now I understand, and I’m leaving.’”

I thought back to my own narrow escape from a suicide bombing, and the cold horror of knowing how close the three children and I (pregnant with our fourth) had been.

“They failed,” the General was saying, “the Palestinians, because we don’t do revenge, we don’t do atrocities, we don’t do rape—the Russians in April and May 1945 ordered their soldiers to rape German women. Even torture—I don’t think there is any here because it’s against the law. As for assassinations, the British are so hypocritical...” He tutted. “But it is intolerable to have so many casualties.”

I wondered for a moment whose casualties he meant. Then I realized he was talking about the spring of 2002, when 129 Israelis were killed in suicide bombings and other attacks.

“Let me tell you, in March 2002 we opened a new chapter.”

“Operation Defensive Shield?” Israel’s April 2002 invasion of Palestinian cities, most famously Jenin.

“Yes. We are weak in propaganda, I’m not sure why. Saeb Erekat said 700 were killed, but in fact only 53 died—I’ve got the names. And we saved the hospital in Jenin—I financed generators for them: 1 million shekels. And we arranged the hospitalization of the wounded. The director of the hospital lied when he said the hospital was hit.”

I let these facts roll out: by now I’d lived in Jerusalem for some time. I asked him where he thought the situation was going.

“You have to understand this, we are dealing with an entity that will never accept us.”

He let this sink in, and then added: “The Holocaust was so cruel” and that Palestinian attitudes reminded so many Israelis of this. “I’m not sure if I have the answer as to where we are going. You don’t understand the hatred. Do you know how many Palestinian workers turn on their Israeli bosses and kill them?” I didn’t. He continued. “And this hatred comes from incitement. The incitement is terrible, unbelievable. In 2000 Arafat could have had all the settlements removed, but he wants only the final solution.”

I looked at him. He had not used the phrase thoughtlessly.

The incitement, he was saying, “is educating the Palestinian population that all Israel is Palestine and to hate all Israelis. They remind us of our worst enemies. What hate they have against us. Why? Because people need an enemy to excuse their own problems, the problems they have at home. We are weak. No one paid the price for extermination. You know, Air Marshal Harris said it was ‘not in our priorities to bomb the crematoria’ and yet he managed to bomb installations four kilometers away.”

He didn’t want me to comment, only to know. He went back to the Palestinians. “We’re dealing with sponsored state terror. But we are not committing atrocities. In fact we have many teams dealing with the humanitarian side.”

“On the humanitarian side, General, what about Closure?”* I wanted to hear his views on the realities of life in the Occupied Territories, described increasingly often as jails by those who worked and lived there. “What about these big prisons?”

“Ah yes. The fence.” He gave me a short tutorial on tactical, strategic, and operational considerations. “The fence is the tactical and operational solution to the Palestinian problem.”

“And the checkpoints?”

“I don’t like them. I was flooded with complaints from the EU and all the others.” His arms swept round an imaginary roomful of unhappy diplomats. “We have a special team improving the humanitarian situation, as I said, and we’ve removed half of the roadblocks. We’ll need even fewer roadblocks with the fence. The fence will decrease the need for internal closure. There’ll be less of a siege on their cities.”

“But the cities will be stuck inside the fence. What will happen when the prisoners can’t stand being captive any longer?”

He paused. “I’m not sure I have the answer to that,” the general said. “But, what I can say is that with this barrier we are saving lives, Palestinian and Israeli. When Palestinians kill Israelis, we have to take measures in retaliation: they get killed. So we save their lives this way.”1

At that moment, I found out later, a retaliatory measure was about to start in Rafah at the southern end of the Gaza Strip. But our talk had come to an end, and we stood up. I put out my hand to shake his, and he grasped me, pulling me toward him for a kiss.

As I left I felt mildly like a bought woman, walking through the outer office with the eyes of the uniformed girls on my back. I had wondered if we would meet again, as he had said he hoped. And then he’d grabbed me. His smile as he pulled me, that hunter-smile, the same everywhere: no harm in trying, the smile said.

I drove away, forgetting the slow leak in the tire, thinking again about Peter’s questions. Where was it that we had gotten to? How had we gotten here? Amos Gilad had given his answer, in part, but he had not offered much hope for getting out of “the situation.” Here was a general in one of the world’s most powerful, well-equipped armies, and even he was fearful. Thinking about his wife and daughter missing a suicide bombing by minutes. Just as we had—the memory kept resurfacing—missing a suicide bombing by minutes. Me and my children.

We had arrived in Israel, eventually, just before the second Intifada began. When the bombing of civilians started in Israel one month after that, we began to feel the fear. How many times since then had we been in the wrong place but not at the wrong time and therefore still alive and whole?—Café Moment, Ha’Nevim, the narrow streets of Mea Sharim where the Orthodox live, Pizza Sbarro, Ben Yehuda Street a dozen times over. My favorite café on Emek Rephaim, where the casualty surgeon died when he had broken his unbreakable rule not to go to cafés and restaurants—but his daughter was getting married the following day so why not? He and she had both been killed. No bride, no wedding. The staff in casualty knew he must be dead because he was always first there after a bomb and this time he wasn’t.

The fear the general had talked about was a shackle for every Israeli, hanging round their future. It put a block on life. Life continued, but with the drag of anxiety. And then there’d be a heart-stopping boom across the valleys and the fear flooded back and took over as you tallied where everyone was. Family first: kids, husband. Then friends. Colleagues. After that you give yourself the all-clear and push back the fear and out into the normal again. You feel bad being callous, but you have to carry on, as normal. Everyone does.

How different everything had been when we’d arrived in Israel: the hope, the landscape, and the future. I had been changed by living here, stuck between the two communities, Israeli and Palestinian, moving from one to the other, hearing from each side about fear and hate and rage, facing the same things but as an outsider, and finding myself torn between the two.

The day before seeing General Gilad I was in the Occupied Territories.* Perhaps that was where the tire had acquired its puncture, not as I drove eastward on the new broad settler roads on the long detour around the new Security Barrier, but on the rough roads for Palestinian traffic as I looped back again to reach al-Quds University in Abu Dis, a suburb on the edge of Jerusalem. I was there to meet a German friend, Daniel, and wait for him to finish giving his lecture on graphic design before we headed off to Hebron. To the east of al-Quds lies the Judean desert, to the north and west the city of Jerusalem. Not far south, along the line of hills, is Bethlehem, with the city of Hebron beyond.

One of Daniel’s Palestinian university friends, also waiting to see him, came up and said hello. Ghassan and I sat on a low stone wall in the spring sun under the olive trees of the campus grounds. Beyond us, on the sports fields, construction workers and cranes were slotting together towering slabs of concrete to form another wall, the wall. The rest of Abu Dis, and Jerusalem, lay on the other side.

We looked across the valley at the winding wall, and at the new Israeli settlements going up amid the remaining Palestinian areas, and at the roads linking the settlements that are not for use by Palestinians. “We must go the long way round,” said Ghassan, “if we are allowed to move at all.”

Ghassan was born in Jerusalem, not far from where we were sitting, at the hospital where I had worked, but the Israeli authorities classify him as a Palestinian from the territories, a “West Banker,” and therefore a Palestinian not entitled to live in Jerusalem. His wife, who is also Palestinian, and who, like Ghassan, works at al-Quds University, is defined as a Jerusalem resident. “The Israeli law does not allow us to live together,” Ghassan explained.* They used to live as a couple, breaking Israel’s rules, in their home in the Jerusalem suburb of Ras al-Amud, but now there is the Wall physically dividing them. Ghassan has to live with relatives on the West Bank side of the Wall, in Abu Dis.

“It’s the control that’s the worst. Israel controls every aspect of my life: where I can and cannot go, when, whether or not I can get to work, what roads I can use, even whether or not I can leave my house. They will not let me build on the land that remains to me—the settlers have taken the rest. With their wall and their permits they want to cut me off from my family, my friends, and my city. And my wife.”

“Can you go to Jerusalem to visit her?”

He frowned at the question but said very slowly: “They won’t let any Palestinians into the Holy City without a permit.” Ghassan was formal, somber. Part of his voice had anger in it, but he held it in a dark place and what I heard was sorrow. “And you can only have a permit, in theory, if you are over 29 and are married and have children.”

“And you’re not?” He didn’t look very old. His black hair was cut short and square, his clothes were pressed and neat, his shoes polished, with a tidemark of today’s dust about the toes.

“Yes, I’m 33. And we have a child, a baby boy. But my son is not listed on my ID and even when I take his birth certificate they won’t allow me a permit.”

“But surely...”

“In any case, even if I had a permit it wouldn’t make any difference. For weeks the Israelis have not let anyone through at all, even with a permit.”

Ghassan was telling me this quietly and calmly. “All I want,” he said, “is to be with my wife and child, to be able to live together as a family. I now see my wife for five minutes every now and then at work if we’re lucky. My son is one year and three months old. He will forget me. My wife sometimes manages to get here to see me on the weekend, but it is a risk and she has to go on a long, long detour because of the Wall, even though our homes are only two minutes apart.”

“And if she moves in with you in Abu Dis?”

“Then she loses her right to live in Jerusalem forever.”

“And Jerusalem...”

“Jerusalem is Palestine,” he said. “I used to go to the Old City of Jerusalem every day—look how close it is, we’re much closer to the Old City than the majority of West Jerusalem areas are. I would buy groceries, visit the dentist, pray at the mosque, whatever. It is, Jerusalem is—how can I put it?—the center of our lives.

“My brother is in the same position. But his wife has decided to let go of her birthright to Jerusalem. She will never be allowed to return. They are miserable about this, but they are together.” He slows down, thinking.

“And the injustice... people are ‘returning’ from all over the world to claim the right to live in Jerusalem, a place they may never have seen, but it’s their ‘right’—because they’re Jewish, while we’re being forced out.” He pointed to the snake of concrete wall along the ridge, stamping its course between houses, through people’s gardens and over their land.

“I can’t understand the Israelis. They took the last part of Palestine in the war of ‘67. They want to control our land, our water, our history, our freedom. They want to drive us away, perhaps, but why do they want to break apart our families? To keep children from their parents, to keep me from my son and have him grow up in anger—what good does that do?”

He was asking me questions he didn’t expect me to answer.

“My father is a retired teacher. He is so affected by the situation that he just sits at home not saying anything. Me, I see nothing beyond tomorrow.

“And my wife, my poor wife. It’s very hard for her, not just raising our son without me but being harassed by the insurance.”

The “insurance,” he explained, is a department of the Israeli Ministry of the Interior. “They come to your house to check up on your residency status, and if you’re not there or your clothes are too few they say you’re not a resident and you lose your status. They raid our house in Ras al-Amud to make sure my wife’s not ‘lying.’ Everything you do, they begin with the position that you’re lying. They come at any time, usually very early in the morning, hoping to catch you out. They go into the kitchen, open the fridge, ask you why you have a dishwasher like this, or food like that. They go in the bedroom, they are very rude, very offensive, and open all your drawers and look at your most personal things and make comments.”

Ghassan was a computer engineer. “I used to supply computers to the settlement of Ma’ale Edumim.* I had many friends there, among the settlers. They are very sympathetic but they can do nothing. They’re not like the settlers in Hebron or some other places: they’re civilized. Some of the soldiers, too. My brother speaks Russian and sometimes, if the soldiers are Russian, they sympathize and let us in so we can see our friends in Ma’ale Edumim.

“You know, the Israelis, they even make us apply for a permit to move from one place to another in the West Bank. I cannot go anywhere, not even Bethlehem, without one. It’s there, Bethlehem, just over the hill, you can almost see it. There is nothing we can do. What is the point of anything, even demonstrating? It does no good at all.”

Daniel walked over to the wall where we were sitting. “How are things?” he asked, and we talked for a while about the students’ problems getting to class. Daniel and I climbed into the car and drove away, toward the road to Hebron that Ghassan cannot travel because he is Palestinian.

To get to Hebron we had to pass through Bethlehem, and Daniel knew a back way eastward across the dry country. We wound through narrow streets, passing children and donkeys and little green tractors pulling miniature trailers. A path led off to the right down a wadi. I could see the valley below, patches of rebellious green against the sand, but I couldn’t see where the path went or why there were so many Palestinians, old, young, suited, robed, making their way down the hillside.

Daniel and I kept going. There was a checkpoint ahead. A burly soldier told us that the checkpoint, separating two Palestinian areas just as Ghassan had described, was closed and no exceptions: “Security.” Daniel knew the checkpoint had been open that morning and asked politely if the soldier was sure. Yes, he was sure, and now he was angry. He thought we were trouble, and started to shout, but then another man in uniform appeared. Slight, polite, and apologetic, he spoke in Hebrew to the burly man and told us: “Wait here.” We waited. It didn’t matter, waiting, we were used to it. Then the slight soldier motioned us to go through. The burly one had disappeared.

We passed through and curved down the hill on a hairpin bend. Now I could see where the footpath led: it was the checkpoint bypass. The Palestinians knew they would not be allowed through the checkpoint so they were walking around it to one of the yellow taxis waiting on the other side. The old, bent and leaning on sticks, found the rocky steepness difficult. The young helped them.

We drove on, through the biblical landscape toward Bethlehem, into the village of Beit Sahour, now a suburb with squares of olive orchard and blocks of concrete houses, past the Shepherds’ Field and Manger Square, doubling back where the roads were blocked by earth-mounds or trenches dug by the army. But there was no traffic, the place was still. We drove across the middle of Bethlehem, past the hospital where I had given birth, and out again through another suburb-village, Beit Jala, up the hill and past the church and the well and out to coils of barbed wire: another checkpoint. Again, it was a checkpoint between two Palestinian areas, well inside the West Bank.

“You can’t pass. And all of Bethlehem is under curfew.” This explained the midday quiet of the town. The soldier was very young indeed. He had his orders not to let anyone through his checkpoint. But he checked to make sure, at a concrete pillbox just behind, with more soldiers away to the left watching from under the drapes of camouflage.

“You cannot pass,” he came back to say. “You have to go back.”

“You’re sending us back during curfew? People get shot for breaking the curfew.”

“No, we never shoot people for breaking the curfew. The army doesn’t do that.” We said nothing. It is always better to say nothing. Anyway, it wasn’t his fault.

We doubled back. Now that we knew about the curfew the quietness was frightening. Rather than go back into the curfew we tried the road by the monastery of Cremisan. After the dry earth west of Bethlehem, Cremisan was green, damp, and fertile. Vines and terraces fell away below us and rose upward from the narrow road. Round the curve between stone walls the monastery facade appeared amid pointing cypress trees. The presence of water seeped through the green. But this road was blocked as well, three monks from Europe told us.

We had no choice but to go back through the curfew, through Bethlehem and out through yet another checkpoint.

Living in Jerusalem and working in the Occupied Territories means that you see a great many soldiers. One afternoon the young officer son of some Israeli friends sat down on the leather sofa in his parents’ house and talked to me about working in the territories. He was intelligent and thoughtful, sensitive and expressive, speaking slowly with long pauses while he searched his mind. Every word he said was weighed, not because he was afraid of saying the wrong thing to me—an outsider, a goy—but because he was working out what it meant to him. He was working out how it was that he had ended up doing the things he didn’t want to tell me about.

He was not the sort of soldier who would swing open the door of his jeep and rake bullets into a house under curfew, killing a woman on her porch in the process (the mother of one of our friends died in this way). But he had had to do things that he found unacceptable and had ended up asking for a transfer. Perhaps he was seeking control over his actions; perhaps he just wanted to escape. It wasn’t his fault that he’d had to do terrible things to defend his country. But that was the nub of what he was trying to sort out in his head.

He talked of the need to sustain military order— “if that goes, then you’re really in trouble”—and his understanding of “what the reality means,” the reality of why they were there in the first place.

“All that the Palestinians wanted was to get to their fields or to the house to see Grandma, but we were trained to think of them as the enemy. That everyone is a potential saboteur.” Some of the officers were more aggressive and let the troops have their head. “Oh, they all emphasize the need to be polite,” he said. “But many of them are looking for a fight. It’s boring. They’re soldiers. The same Palestinians come back again and again, saying they want to get to their fields—or to Grandma’s house—and you’ve sent them back an hour ago, and yesterday, twice, and you have to send them back again—but our orders are to keep them away from the settlers. That’s our job, you see.”

Soldiers contend with villagers sitting in front of army bulldozers, begging them not to demolish their houses or their orchards; with Palestinian farmers who want to harvest the olives from their trees; and with Jewish settlers who tell the soldiers this land was given to them by God 3,000 years ago and who are you to stand in our way when we drive off the Palestinians and take the olives? They are our olives: God gave them to us. And the Palestinians are pleading—our grandfathers planted these trees, please, protect us from the settlers. Then the Israeli peace activists try to intervene and say that the law we follow is man’s law and if we follow God’s law we’ll be stoning each other for our transgressions, for God’s sake. And the children come back from school and are trying to get to the village to do their homework and the settlers attack them with dogs and chains because this is our land, God gave it to us, and the Israeli peace activists say again, what kind of Israel do you want? And there they are, the soldiers, stuck in the middle, trapped.

And they know that anyone approaching them might be strapped with explosives and ready to die.

Some deal with their fears by thinking they no longer care about anything, wearing apathy like a shield. In Hebron a soldier shot the legs off two kids but, he said, nothing bad happened to him, it didn’t affect him. Another said shooting was the “IDF soldier’s way of meditating. It’s like shooting is your way of letting go of all your anger when you’re in the army.” There’s also “punitive shooting”—opening fire on whatever you like: on windows with washing hanging up to dry, knowing there were people who would be hit.2 But the shield confuses the soldiers when they get home because the violence must not follow them; they must leave it somewhere, and that isn’t always easy. There’s no room in Israeli life for firing on children, for example: that couldn’t be real, could it? Surely that doesn’t happen. Israelis talk about the bubble—the place where what goes on in the Occupied Territories can’t touch them. It is a place to hide.

Driving back to Jerusalem, I wondered about Ghassan. About him seeing the concrete wall towering between him and the short distance to his wife and toddling son, about him applying for a permit to be allowed to see the two of them, about his ordeal of waiting and humiliation. General Gilad had been in earnest when he said that half the checkpoints had been removed and that the Barrier would make life better for Palestinians inside it because there would be fewer checkpoints. Inside. And did he know the number of internal checkpoints had not decreased, nor leveled off, but had actually increased?

The bubble again, hiding from hearing the prejudices: people saying the word “Palestinian” and meaning terrorist, the word “Jew” and being full of hate. People who hadn’t seen, or didn’t want to know, or if they had been here, seeing out of one eye. And in a way I envied them their one-eyed view; simple, straightforward, knowing where you stand, stark in black and white, all sorted out, not torn. But one-eyed views didn’t fix: I had stood at a party abroad holding a glass of wine and listened to foreign male certainty brush aside the things I’d seen, imposing their distant diagnoses, and I had hurried back to Jerusalem to listen to old hands who had watched for years, decades, and who admitted they had no answers and were still able to see the humanity of both sides.

I thought of trenches I had seen dug and closures tightened even as the IDF announced that closures were being eased; of conversations with foreign military observers who said time and again that the upper tiers of the army didn’t know what the unit commanders and ranks were doing; of Israeli friends’ shock at the finding that, even in the first few days of the Intifada, unit commanders made decisions without asking senior officers who would have said no, and then there were riots, and people—their own citizens, Palestinian Israelis—were killed.

I remembered the face of an Israeli friend, drained into anguish waiting for her soldier son to come home, then silently putting him to sleep in his boyhood bed—only he still is a boy, just eighteen—and she’s wondering if she should look in his pockets to try to understand what it is that he’s been doing on duty and won’t talk about, just clams up. And the teacher, a settler, at my boys’ school who wept in class for her baby niece shot dead by a Palestinian gunman; and the other teachers telling her class of mostly Palestinian children that she was weeping because she had a headache.

I thought of the children shot dead by army snipers as they played soccer or sat at their desks in school, their friends splattered with their blood. Of the maze of lies, and the voices pushing from abroad, the one dictating the “reality,” the other interpreting it for their own use. And the voices on the ground, from both sides, crying out for reason and moderation and understanding, and for dialogue. The gags on those voices, the extremism, the blind convictions and the willful misunderstanding. And of the many Israeli peace activists, explaining to us whenever we saw them: “People don’t know ‘the situation,’ because they are sold a version and because of the ‘bubble.’”

I thought of the black-haired firebrand journalist, beating the table at the smart East Jerusalem restaurant with her fists, her bracelets crashing, saying, “The army and the settlers hit us again and again and again and here and here and here and take our land and break our trees and kill our kids day after day after day and then ‘BOOM’ and everyone is surprised?”

I thought of the hundreds of dead whose lives are cut short, and the maimed whose lives are ruined, and all Israelis and Palestinians living in fear, even the general at the top. Everyone trapped, wondering how to get out of the situation. The reality for so many: that, as the journalist said, ‘it’s easier to reach heaven than the end of the street.”

And the why? The layers of complication and interpretation, and the flow of hate and love in this land, and a vengeful God sitting somewhere in the middle, and Peter’s question, how to get out, unanswered, and the block on doing anything to sort it out because—well, just because.

But it doesn’t help to get angry.

* Those Palestinians who took Israeli citizenship after the creation of Israel in 1948 refer to themselves as Palestinian Israelis or ‘48 Arabs. Jewish Israelis and most foreigners refer to them as Israeli Arabs

* Closure is the Israeli policy of controlling Palestinian movement within and at the limits of the Occupied Territories by physical (e.g., checkpoints, earth-mounds, barriers, ditches, gates) and administrative (e.g., permits) means.

* Occupied Territories: commonly used term for the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the “Occupied Palestinian Territory” under international law. Most Israelis call them the “territories.” Some call the West Bank “Judea and Samaria.”

* The nullification of family reunification by the Nationality and Entry into Israel Law of July 2003.

* Settlements refer to Jewish-only communities built in the Occupied Territories, the 22 percent of Palestine that was not controlled by Israel until its capture in 1967. See Glossary.
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A Forest of Peace

When we finally uprooted from New York to Jerusalem in the summer of 2000 the situation was very different; there were negotiations and hope, and I had not seen checkpoints or settlements or suicide bombs or laws that kept children from living with their parents. I had been different too. I had not been someone who interviewed generals or wrote articles about places where we had lived. That began later, as a result of “the situation.”

Our previous move—to New York in 1992—had been easy. We were then working in Pakistan and Afghanistan, newly married, and I was a junior surgeon in the main hospital in Islamabad. When Andrew was posted to UN headquarters in New York, we packed our few suitcases and went. Transferring from New York to Jerusalem was more complicated: we now had three children. Swept along by the HIV/AIDS crisis, my career had morphed from surgeon to public health researcher: I had examined the role of the uterine cervix in transmission of the virus, worked in South Africa testing HIV-prevention methods and evaluating condom availability and then, back in New York, helped update doctors and nurses caring for people living with HIV.

With his new posting to the Middle East, Andrew had left New York ahead of me and the children, starting his new job as I finished mine (wondering what I would do next) and the children wrapped up their school year. While I sat on benches in New York parks or sofas in Upper East Side drawing rooms listening to New York friends who knew Jerusalem, Andrew talked to our French-Israeli friend, Ofer, who found us the house in East Jerusalem.

One of Ofer’s Palestinian friends had moved to Geneva with his Dutch wife, leaving their Jerusalem home empty: they needed a tenant and we wanted a house with a view. We took it and moved our life from New York to a village in Jerusalem, home to two families, one extended Palestinian and one Jewish. The New Yorkers who insisted that, even if living in Arab East Jerusalem were feasible, such a thing as a village in Jerusalem could not exist, turned out to be wrong. There are surprising patches of rural life left in the Holy City. The largest is the “Forest of Peace” to the south of the Old City, and it remains undeveloped partly because it was No Man’s Land, patrolled by the UN, between 1948 and 1967. In and around the pines and dusty patches of forest are a number of Palestinian hamlets. “Hamlet” is a lush word; these places are dry for most of the year. The houses’ bare walls with odd-placed windows sham lushness thanks to small gardens of powdery vines and spots of watered green: olive trees, figs, a rose or two.

Our house, in a garden of well-watered green, was near the top of the Forest of Peace on a hill called the Hill of Evil Counsel. Angled and concrete, veneered in limestone, with marble floors and bathroom walls, it looked out over the valleys of Kidron and Hinnom. Like the other houses, ours grew out of the slope of the “mountain,” as the villagers called it, with most of its windows to the front. Unlike the other houses, ours was not originally built out from a cave in the hillside. Inside, it was simple, white and modern, as I saw at 3 AM when we first arrived from the airport. We filed through the living room, an expanded corridor pierced by a spiral staircase leading to a room below, filled the three bedrooms, and fell asleep trying to make out the Dome of the Rock in the darkness.

Four generations of one Palestinian family lived in our hamlet. We understood that the Jewish family, who were Orthodox and private, preferred to keep to themselves and did not want to get to know the bounding British children from New York. We rarely saw them. The Palestinians, on the other hand, were happy to know us. Our landlord, uncle to most of them, had told Andrew that if we needed help, all we had to do was stand in the garden and shout for one of his nephews— “Ahmed!”—and sixteen-year-old Ahmed would appear to carry out whatever service we needed, like running off to pay utility bills. Such imperiousness was uncomfortable and from another era; Ahmed became a friend. I could pay the bills myself.

In the sharp Jerusalem light of our first morning, a few hours after we had landed, a young woman peered round the green metal garden gate to say hello, followed by three dark-eyed daughters. Maha introduced herself, promising to tell us everything we needed to know: the shops, the supermarkets, and the secrets of the Old City. Then she and her daughters—the children eyeing each other like the cats that seemed to be everywhere—showed us the fruit trees in our garden, the figs ripening by the garden wall, the peach, grapefruit, and lemon trees. They walked us across the yard to the little farm and introduced us to the rest of the family.

Our children, fresh from a New York Chelsea childhood of asphalt playgrounds and trees with their lower branches sawn off to prevent climbing accidents, looked about them in wonder: there were not only trees to scale, fields and forest to explore, but horses to ride, dogs to roam with, and goats to herd.

The head of the family, a small man in his eighties with a bad cough, welcomed us formally. “I understand English ways,” he said. He had worked for the British during the Mandate. Palestine was governed by the British after the First World War until 1948, when partition (passed by the UN in November 1947) was intended to create two states with an economic union. The UN plan allocated 44 percent of the land for the majority Palestinian population and 56 percent of the land for the minority Jewish population (who owned 7 percent of the land). In the resulting war of 1948, the new Jewish state ended up with 78 percent of Palestine; the Palestinian state remains unfounded.

“You gave Palestine away—not that it was yours to give,” said Maha’s husband Mohammed later, “—but we forgive you.” They laughed, and we laughed. The old man, Abu Anis, and his wife Fawziya were preparing a feast, the traditional way to mark the arrival of guests: piled platters of musakhan (chicken with onions), falafel, hummus, ruz falastini (rice with pine nuts and saffron), tabouleh and labaneh (salty cream cheese), kubbeh (patties of ground meat encased in cracked wheat) and za’atar (thyme). There were olives and pita bread, vegetables hollowed out and stuffed again, fruits and nuts, and Palestinian sweets: whipped pastries of honey, dates, pistachios, and almonds. And coffee: thick, sugared coffee in tiny china cups.

We sat in their small living room with a huge TV screen against one end showing the news, and one picture on the bare walls, a relief of the Dome of the Rock. The old man sat and watched us, talking of the Mandate, while his plump wife busied in and out, bearing dish after dish, which we didn’t dare refuse but could hardly dent. The children, in their fussiness, were no help, except with the conversation, filling in the gaps with requests for more Coke or less chicken and, too loud, “Do I have to eat this?”

The following morning Abu Anis was in the garden watering the flowers. A few minutes later he knocked on the door, bearing a plate of figs he had just picked from one of the trees. For a while our mornings were marked by his offerings and my return offer of coffee. Later we began to find the sight of his bobble-hatted head outside the kitchen window at breakfast-time too predictable—six days a week—and he found that my coffee was never quite right—the cup too big or the sugar too short—so his wife would be summoned down with coffee made correctly. Over the weeks he adjusted the timing of his watering and we breakfasted alone.

One of the hillside’s tiny terraces that formed our garden was just big enough for a tray-sized table under a fir tree that creaked in the breeze. From the terrace I would look out over the valley, listening to the noise of goat bells and church bells, muezzins, and children. My nostalgia for New York remained strong, jostling with the excitement at all the newness. Later on Jerusalem would thread its enchantment and I would fall to its allure, but at first all I saw—despite the forest—was a dusty, ungreen, and unwatered land, the dry Judean hills stretching away toward the Dead Sea, whose dark dullness we could glimpse from viewpoints in the neighborhood. The color green, the wet English green that I had grown up with, was missing.

Trying to anchor myself in this new place, I would sit under the fir tree, reading the English-language Israeli papers and gazing over the valley at the Dome of the Rock, gleaming small but supreme in the early light, the al-Aqsa Mosque, the Western Wailing Wall, and the walls of the Old City. On the hill above us were promenades from which to take in Jerusalem, and, beyond them, at the summit of the Hill of Evil Counsel, Government House, built by the British, an austere monument to imperial control with Hindu swastika motifs embedded in its pre-war, limestone walls.

Andrew would hurry back from work, glad to be with the family again after months without us. We would talk, sit, drink, and he would play with the children. I would have done my playing with the children by the time he came home. Most evenings we would walk in the Forest of Peace. On that first evening we had met a family of French Orthodox Jews, like us enjoying the cool of the evening in one of the playgrounds. Our children were due to start at the French lycée; perhaps these children went there too? We talked, the children played together, and then as the family made to leave the parents told us to be careful not to stay beyond dusk.

“There’s an Arab village nearby,” they explained.

We had just set down the bones of an exchange. Was I now going to tell them that the village they were afraid of was our home, and that the Arabs who lived there were just then preparing a welcoming dinner for us? One minute we were two families in a playground, then, with a sentence of goodwill, of kind advice, we were about to step over a drawn line and take sides. I was back to the drawing rooms of the Upper East Side and the park in Union Square, hearing assumptions I was expected to share. Since the assumptions didn’t fit with the little I had seen so far, I said nothing.

I was at sea, not knowing how to find the comfort of the familiar. Apart from Maha, whose world was so unknown to me, I didn’t know whom to call, even what to do with the children when they weren’t playing with the children next door. I had put my work aside for the moment, to give the children the time and attention they needed to settle in, and I had never been good at domesticity. No doubt everything would fall into place in a few weeks, but for the moment even the basics were baffling: reading ingredient labels in the grocery store and signs over the shop doors—everything was written in Hebrew and not always translated. Were they grocery stores? Newly illiterate, I was never sure until I was inside, pressing the avocados. Once home, I would put the groceries by my laptop on the kitchen table, examine what I had bought, set something to cook and the children to play, and then write it all down, emailing friends abroad for companionship. And of course, the children, being children, were now teaching me.

To give me mobility and not to leave me stranded when he was at work, Andrew took me out to hire a vehicle. Driving the just rented car, I gingerly followed him out of the garage. I lost him immediately in the banter of traffic and found myself in a line for a checkpoint, with no map, no idea of what to say to the soldiers and no idea how to get home.

My first checkpoint, and I was clueless. All the vehicles were funneled into one lane that chicaned through a row of concrete cubes a meter high. Pedestrians were channeled through another chicane. I would soon learn that the crux of the checkpoint is the Israeli soldier, armed, bored, and powerful. He decides if you pass or not. Only the speed varies: permission can be instantaneous—the soldier’s nod—not for hours, or not at all. Faces in the line show resignation, irritation, humiliation. There were few discernible security measures, no searches, little screening of ID. Hang on, did I have the right ID? I swallowed panic. The soldier glanced at my car and waved me through. Andrew was waiting for me on the other side, patient as I threw my angry fear at him.

Now that I had a car, like many Israelis I took to driving to Bethlehem to buy supplies. A few minutes from Jerusalem, Bethlehem belies the carol sheets. It is large and sprawling, with refugee camps* sewn into the fabric of the city, story piled on story, alleys widening into main roads and narrowing, without warning, into nothing. Manger Square is one of many places where the threads of a Christian education lead you to expect one thing and you find another: a huge concourse flanked by modern buildings and the ancient fortress church built by Constantine’s mother over the caves where Christ was born. Whatever I had expected, I grew used to the town as it stood, and went frequently.

I needed help in the house if I was to get back to work in public health research, as well as to regain some control and independence. I wanted all three, but I was hesitant, telling myself I must see the children settled properly before I worked too hard. Two women in the village, Delal and Naimi, were keen to help, but were forbidden to take the job. Maha explained. It was not acceptable to work in a man’s house unless he was a husband or relative. She dismissed this as “bullshit,” old-fashioned and irrelevant—“if a woman wants to have a job, why not?” asked Maha. But she couldn’t impose her views: Naimi was her mother-in-law, Delal her aunt.

Instead, Maha found me a helper who could overcome the cultural constraints to work in our house. One of her acquaintances from Beit Sahour needed a job. Maha arranged the interview and asked her to bring me some meat from a Bethlehem butcher she recommended. Dina arrived with chicken and beef. The chicken still had its head on; I didn’t look at the beef. She changed her shoes, started preparing the food, and we talked. Christian, well educated and lively, she spoke English very well, like almost everyone I had met so far, except Abu Anis and his wife. The problems, as I then saw it, were her reluctance to work long hours—she wanted to be home by 2PM for the traditional family meal—and transportation. She had her own car but was not permitted to use it beyond the West Bank. As I drove her back that day I could see that I was going to wind up ferrying her much of the time and that didn’t make any sense, but it would do for the moment, and we made a temporary arrangement.

On the short journey between Jerusalem and Bethlehem, Dina pointed out two built-up areas, one well-established and one under construction. “You should notice these places: they are illegal settlements,” she said. The first was Gilo. The second had two names. Dina called it Jebel Abu Gneim; “the Isra-eelis,” she said, using the Palestinian inflection, “call it Har Homa.” Over the weeks and months, I watched the two-named settlement grow as I traveled between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Dina’s village was in its lee. “We see it all the time,” she said. “We watch our land being taken from us by force or under different ‘legal’ ruses and then we watch these things being built on our land, but we can do nothing.” I dropped her off in Bethlehem, and headed back to Jerusalem.

At home I sat in front of the laptop I had been given before I left New York and wrote. Every detail went down on the screen: my illiteracy, the frustrations of Jerusalem traffic, the children’s first days at school, and Jebel Abu Gneim/Har Homa. Some of the details ended up in emails, and I saw that I was screening the details I sent according to the sensibilities of each friend. I was choosing details I thought each one would accept, but the touchstone was not interest or hobby or like-stage in career. It was politics—the situation—and one of the criteria was to avoid being judged.

The rhythm of school was beginning to give me grounding. The children were making friends; Xan in particular with a French boy called Balthazar. Some of the parents—Hazel, Libby, Mike, and Steve—had become “co-parents” and were helping me navigate the unknown. I was slowly—for the moment—getting used to being dependent on Andrew, and thanks to Naimi being able to babysit unofficially, we were seeing something of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv by night. The buzz of our new life was beginning to trump the frustrations.

In order to keep up, I would buy either the Jerusalem Post or the International Herald Tribune, which came folded inside the English edition of Ha’aretz. In the Jerusalem Post I read the story of a Jewish family who almost drowned in the Sea of Galilee; a young Palestinian Israeli swam out and rescued them but died in the process, and the newspaper led a campaign to raise money for his widow and their two toddlers. One morning the newsagent said: “Sorry, no English papers today.” The man behind me smiled, chiding: “You should be practicing your Hebrew.” He assumed I was making aliya. I looked confused, so he explained: if I were Jewish, under the Law of Return I could settle in Israel and take Israeli citizenship. I would be encouraged to learn Hebrew as quickly as possible, and would enroll in intensive language classes.*

One Saturday Andrew and I drove the children to Jaffa for lunch with Ofer, the friend who had found us our house. Jaffa, an ancient port abandoned overnight by many of its inhabitants fleeing the advancing Israeli forces in 1948, is now mixed, with rich beachside houses and poor broken-down homes abutting each other: villas with columns and balconies next to wire-bound shanties with pecking chickens. Ofer and his wife Halley lived with their three children in a shady ochre house filled with New York furniture. Halley emerged from the bedroom and beamed at us. We sat for a while, reminiscing about New York and mutual friends.

Halley’s youngest, Max, was older than Catriona’s sixteen months, and I told myself this justified Halley’s working and my not. And I’d just arrived. It had nothing to do with inertia, fear, or lack of self-esteem, nothing at all. Halley’s success as a photographer put her in a different frame; since arriving I had sat in a box labeled “wife,” and had done nothing to change that, so far. New life was one thing, becoming a part of it was another, and I was listening, watching, taking it all in, as a passenger. This place was full of options and I would wait, I told myself. In a few weeks, things would look more settled; no need to rush.

Ofer and Halley took us to a restaurant overlooking the beach, blown by the breeze and safe enough for the six children to roam about while we drank arak and white wine.

Catriona sat in a plastic highchair, playing with bread and calamari. Archie and Xan, six and three, followed eleven-year-old Elamar, who had a Discman and a problem at school. Halley told us about it.

His class had been set an assignment: make up a board game. Being a fan of MTV, Elamar applied lessons learned there to his homework. His mother found herself summoned to a conference with the teacher and the headmistress. The two women lambasted her in Hebrew, which she didn’t speak well, so she responded in English. Her son’s project, they told her, had been entitled “Monopoly of Sex.” The first square had been “buy a condom,” the second, “book a hotel room” (he’d named the one his grandparents stayed in during their visit), the third was “meet Madonna,” the fourth “kiss,” and so on. They demanded to know what he was seeing, reading, listening to, and being subjected to at home. She battled her way out of the interview.

A couple of days later the teacher said, “I’ve been having sleepless nights about you and your son. But I’ve worked out what the problem is.”

“Oh yes,” said Halley, “and what is that?”

“He’s been spending time in America.”

We laughed and headed for the beach.

Back in Jerusalem I was beginning to feel the “situation” weave itself into the days. Ofer had talked about his work bringing Palestinian and Israeli youth together and the web of problems he faced. Halley worried about the effects of living in a militarized society: both of them dreaded their children’s conscription. Dina, who most days was managing to get to work without a lift from me, brought daily details of encounters with the occupation—she was not complaining but I had to ask why she was late so often and I couldn’t blame her for the checkpoint delays that thwarted her attempts to leave extra time, or for her mornings standing in line at the Israeli Ministry of the Interior for her permit. Twice she stood in the heat all morning only to be told when she reached the front that the office had just been closed and she must start again another day.

I was finding that the situation was like the stone and the light of Jerusalem: mesmerizing. Everyone talks about it, but it is hard to put a finger on. The light and the stone only go so far in explaining Jerusalem’s appeal; the fear and the terror that General Gilad later described and we experienced only go so far in explaining the situation. And fear was an option that very few resisted. Something happens to everyone in Jerusalem. Not in the ordinary way that things happen, but in a specific, Jerusalem way. After all, we lived just across the valley from Hell. Hell, according to biblical lore, was the Hinnom Valley, where children were burned alive as sacrifices to the god Moloch, and where Isaiah and Jeremiah prophesied that the fires of punishment would burn, an abyss of damnation. It now houses a movie theater.

I soon found that when you arrive in Jerusalem you land not so much in hell as in a maelstrom that has swallowed thousands before you and will swallow thousands more. Eventually you are spat out, land in a heap, and shake down the reality and drama of the place. People say the place has bad vibes. It is Jerusalem Syndrome, but not as it was described to me by a French psychiatrist, a psychosis where visitors wrap themselves in hotel sheets and believe themselves characters from the Bible: I was never Mary Magdalene. Instead personal dramas echo and mirror and fester within the wider human tragedy. Our life, like so many others, was subsumed by the political. The personal became inextricably wound into it, enmeshed, and left us longing for light—quiet, expunging light. So much for my few weeks of settling in: there was just time to touch down before everything went up.

Soon after we arrived, the stones and the light and the legend lured me to the Old City. I would head there before driving to school to pick up the children. Within its walled square mile you can round a corner and be in 17th-century Poland, turn down an alley and be biblical. Costume is transporting: striped coats belted at the waist with cummerbunds, immaculate fur-trimmed hats, stockinged male calves and polished shoes; long robes, unbelted, keffiyehs draped; white robes sweeping, water-pipes coiled among their folds, their owners sitting in the smoke under ceilings of vaulted stone; women in veils, women in hats; hair shaven, heads bewigged, hair hidden, wrapped in secret; sideburns—pey’ot—long and curled with care, beards stark; faces, eyes, mysteries. Stories—a whirl of histories in which every one of us is wrapped. And then back into the isolation of the schoolyard: mothers too harried to be friendly, fathers businesslike, children being much as children anywhere—noisy, running, breathless, the older ones disdainful, testing, flaunting, laden with books, hormones, and expectations.

On a brilliant September Sunday we took the children to the Old City. We began with a walk along the ramparts, the majestic walls of the Old City that have come to signify Jerusalem and were built in the 16th century by the Ottoman sultan, Suleiman the Magnificent. We started from the Damascus Gate, abuzz with Palestinian vendors, hawkers, veiled old women squatting on the floor beside pyramids of figs, melons, and sheaves of fig leaves. It’s a fine place to enter the Old City, right bang into the bustle of it. At the Jaffa Gate we toiled up twisting flights of steps and caught our breath at the top of the ramparts. There was the whole city, laid out, rigid in the upright shadows, meeting all expectations. The Sunday School image of Jerusalem has squat square buildings topped with domes, with shady palms and corrals of sand sheltering animals for stars to shine on. Now there is no sand and there are few animals, but much of the Old City bears out the image, and throws in minarets and bell towers, Mamluk and Byzantine, Christian domes and Arab domes in metal, silver, gold, and stone, flights of alam and crucifix, bustling blocks of old and new, arches and buttresses, all pale stone, emerald tile and shaded green, clustered within the great thick walls we stood on.

As we circled the Old City the boys played crusaders between battlements, and then we descended back into the bustle. A film crew blocked our way down, and we had to watch actor Jean-Claude Van Damme perform before we were allowed by. We paid a short visit to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in the Christian Quarter, where the English friend who had come with us was moved to tears by the elderly pilgrims kneeling to kiss the stone on which Jesus was laid out. It is called the Stone of Unction and dates from 1810.

It is not unreasonable to look for spiritual tranquility in the city of monotheism, but there is none in the relations between the different churches controlling Christendom’s most holy place; perhaps this is not surprising. The Greek, the Armenian, and the Syrian Orthodox churches, the Latins, the Ethiopians, and the Copts have fought savagely over portions of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher for centuries. In a land choked by territorial wars, the church at the center of the Christian faith is no exception. Stories of priests wrangling over space and jostling over rights echo British Mandate records that tell of officials wrestling with the claims of the various Christian sects—infighting so intense and full of loathing that for several hundred years the key to the Holy Sepulcher has been held for safekeeping by a Muslim family, the Nusseibehs.

Our final visit was to the place that to Jews is Temple Mount and to Arabs is al-Haram al-Sharif, the “Noble Sanctuary.” It would be my last chance: a few days later the Intifada would close the site to all non-Muslims. Despite its extraordinary serenity, the place is fraught with religious significance, legend, and history. It is a manmade table mountain, shored up by massive walls whose vast dimensions were created 2,000 years ago by Herod the Great. On top, where the First and Second Temples once stood, are a number of separate buildings, not only the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa Mosque, but also colonnaded gates and lesser domes, madrasas, covered arcades, and a Mamluk fountain offering pilgrims sweet water.

The Umayyad Dome of the Rock, which adorns the Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif, and the al-Aqsa Mosque 150 yards away, form the third holiest site in the Islamic world. The whole area serves as a mosque, the acres of open space filled with praying Muslim worshippers every Friday. I was happy to loiter about, not yet over-aware of the place’s heavy political weight. There had been many attacks on the Temple Mount and plots to destroy the Dome: an Australian Christian, an American convert to Judaism, a Jewish sect of moon-worshippers, a gang of yeshiva students, and a group of West Bank settlers have all had a go at the site, burning, shooting, and killing, or plotting to dynamite the Dome of the Rock and thereby hurry along the Messiah. Some were deranged, others were politically and religiously motivated. A few were ranking army officers and confessed to a string of terrorist acts. Whatever the mental state of the attackers, no one doubted where conflict over the Temple Mount could lead.

Belief and commitment aside, the Dome of the Rock makes you stand, shoeless, and gaze. It has inspired Christians not only to wonder at its spirituality and beauty but also to bemoan the failure of the nearby Church of the Holy Sepulcher to come anywhere close. It gleams golden across the valleys: a marriage of sublime architectural harmony and mathematical perfection, the experts say. In the middle of the building there is a rock. It sits, bald, unworked, and misshapen, at the center of so much exquisite mosaic and green and blue tile; it is, variously, the place of Adam’s birth and burial, the resting place of David’s Ark, the scene of Abraham’s readiness to sacrifice Isaac, and the site of Mohammed’s ascent to heaven. The rock, it is said, tried to show how much it revered the Prophet by following him heavenward, but was held down by the archangel, whose handprint remains on its rough surface.

You can believe what you like of the legends and whispers and mysteries, but you cannot underestimate the significance of the Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif for millions of Jews and hundreds of millions of Muslims. And this is where, on September 28, 2000, Ariel Sharon came marching in.

* With the war of 1948–9 resulting in hundreds of thousands of people fleeing their homes in Palestine, refugees (more fled in the war of 1967) were housed in refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip. Many of these refugees and their descendants remain there still, partly because they have not been allowed back to their homes or compensated, and partly because their Arab hosts (with the exception of Jordan) have refused to integrate them.1

* The revival of Hebrew is impressive. An ancient Semitic language, it was given life by the efforts of Eliezer Ben Yehuda, a revolutionary in Tsarist Russia who emigrated to Palestine in the wave of aliya during the 1880s. Recognizing the need for a common language among the new immigrants, he set about forming one from biblical Hebrew and a range of other languages including Yiddish. The result of his work is now the native language of Israelis.
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“All Changed, Changed Utterly”

After thanking Abu Anis and his wife for dinner on our first night in Jerusalem, Andrew and I stood outside our new home in the balmy evening air and looked across the Kidron Valley to the Old City beyond. Andrew, a political officer for the UN office dealing with the Middle East peace process, had warned me on the journey from the airport the night before: “I don’t want to alarm you, but tensions are so high among the Palestinians over what they didn’t get at Camp David that they could explode at any moment. The fuse could be lit by any little thing.”

I was not alarmed. I didn’t believe him. Breathing in the jasmine, we talked about the enchantment of our new life in Jerusalem, and then we talked about the situation: Israel had just withdrawn its troops and ended its occupation of Southern Lebanon. This, carried out in conjunction with the UN, was a success and Prime Minister Ehud Barak was exultant at pulling off such a political coup. Many saw it as a brave and important step that might lead to a wider peace.

Negotiations with Syria to end another occupation—that of the Golan Heights—failed. Barak turned instead to the issue of Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. When those negotiations—at Camp David in July 2000—ended in failure, with Arafat blamed by Barak and Clinton, Israel and the Palestinians went back to the table. Negotiations continued, but now in an atmosphere of desperation—despite the seven-year peace process, the occupation had worsened for the Palestinians—spiced with some hope, since Barak appeared to be serious about reaching a solution.

For us, four weeks in, everything changed. One minute we were seeing two peoples make a reasonable effort to get along in very difficult circumstances. The next minute there was unrepressed violence and mutual distrust, with no sign at all of a terrible beauty being born. Hate and fear had been unleashed and would spread unrestrained.

On Thursday, September 28, 2000, opposition Member of the Knesset (MK) Ariel Sharon took a walk on Temple Mount. Sharon knew—everyone knew—that this was a supremely provocative act: provocative to the Palestinians and provocative to Israel’s Labor government and Prime Minister. Sharon read the situation masterfully. It was not just Palestinians’ loathing toward him, based on his past treatment of them,* that made his walk incendiary. It was also timing. The negotiations at Camp David had been supposed to complete the Oslo peace process, which many had believed would end Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Instead, Camp David showed how far the occupation had deepened and how distant real peace remained. For Sharon, his walk was a winner either way: if he was allowed through he could guarantee Palestinian outrage and out-hardline his rival for the right-wing Likud party, the former prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu. If he was not allowed through, Sharon could claim that Barak had lost Jewish sovereignty over the Temple Mount. On top of preying on Israelis’ fear of losing Judaism’s most sacred site, Sharon could prick their horror at the division of Jerusalem (East for the Palestinians, and West for the Israelis). He sensed Barak’s vulnerability and, at over 70 years old, he was in a hurry to have the premiership for himself.*

Meanwhile, I had parked on Ethiopia Street and walked off through the bone-dry heat to pick up the boys from school. On our way back, the boss of the car-rental company appeared. One of his employees had passed my car, seen its livery and noticed that the rear window had been smashed. He had called his boss. Boss and I now approached the car and the group of men surrounding it. Their postures spoke aggression: stiff and animal, more rooster than pitbull, but unmistakable.
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