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PART I






1 ARABELLA


New York City

2012

It was not that September 11 felt like just another day in New York to me. It’s that I had to pretend it wasn’t. I was only traumatized by how little I was traumatized. If you were thinking about hating me already, don’t worry. You’re in great company. Also, try as you might, you can’t hate me as much as I hate myself.

I had more skin in the game on that day than most New Yorkers who wound up with intact skin. In short, I had almost been killed. I was tunneling my way under the Cortland Street subway station minutes before it imploded under the weight of the Towers, fuel, and human hatred.

So, I had been closer to death than my artsy New York intellectual and theatre friends, who stared out at the world with eyes bleary with horror, at the first public gathering I attended on September 17. It was at New Dramatists. I was a month into my yearlong gig as a director-in-residence there. In a circle, we sat in that unconsecrated church in the heart of Hell’s Kitchen to “come together” as a community. They all looked fearful, anguished, dazed. Childlike and innocent, but in that Lord of the Flies kind of way. If anyone was gonna be Piggy, and wind up with their head smashed in, it was clearly yours truly. I was waiting for someone to slip up and exclaim, “What kind of animals could do such a thing?!” and then watch all the eyes in the room turn to me. And, if that happened, I knew I would snap and spew vitriol of a rather intense nature. Say some regrettable things. In other words, tell the truth.

“Not feeling particularly safe? Surprise, surprise! The world’s a fucking terrible place! Innocent people die horrible deaths every fucking minute of every fucking day. I’m always painfully aware how easily I could have been one of them. I’m a Palestinian. Yeah, yeah, I was born in America. But my parents never really left and neither can I. When the country you are from no longer exists, you can’t ever truly emigrate from it. Give my people a homeland, so I can finally ditch it! Give it the big middle finger and pledge allegiance to another flag! Until then, I was born there, I live there, and I can’t leave there. Not a day goes by where I don’t feel haunted and hunted. Every day is like September 11 for me. Welcome to how I feel all the time.”

But thankfully, that liberal crowd was careful. Measured. They even outdid themselves in their estimations of how much Arab blood was on American hands, spouting facts and figures I was not politically astute enough to keep in my head. Or rather did not have the inclination to do so. I—of course—didn’t say a damn word. For fuck’s sake, I’m a theatre director, specializing in postmodern interpretations of Shakespeare. I could recite every major monologue in Hamlet before I could tell you one solid fact about what year which administration gave what order to bomb what Arab country. But I could probably give you a strong opinion about why.

While they debated whether it was safe to use the subways again (conclusion: it was unsafe, but we had no choice), I wondered if, had I died in the attacks, it might be assumed that I had been a part of planning them. That happened to a few 9/11 victims, who were Americans of Middle Eastern descent. They were investigated and posthumously cleared of all charges. That would be some shit, wouldn’t it? To never feel truly accepted as an American, but to be killed because you represented America. Then, to have it assumed you were complicit in the attack that robbed you of your life. Good times.

My British shrink at the time pronounced that I was repressing my feelings, insisting I had been impacted by the violence of the attacks on my beloved city, despite my sense of alienation. A pert blonde who bore a resemblance to a young Camilla Parker Bowles, she said I was turning my feelings of sorrow into anger. Because, of course, my sorrow might overwhelm me. So, according to her, I wasn’t actually angry.

I didn’t have the heart to argue. I had a policy of studiously avoiding extensive discussions of Middle Eastern politics, even in therapy. It would tax me too much to dwell on my family history, where we are from and why we’re not allowed to return. I couldn’t afford to let myself fall into a funk. It was hard enough for me to get out of bed in the morning. Also, rarely necessary until at least noon on most days. My Yaba made a lot of bread. Literally. My dad bought a bread factory within a few years of leaving the Christian quarter of Jerusalem to study Engineering at San Francisco State. His Palestinian ass is now the number one manufacturer of sourdough in the world (God Bless America!). Hence, I was no starving artist. And I probably wouldn’t have lasted a year working in theatre in New York if I had been. But that’s beside the point. I was savvy enough to get the memo that it wasn’t worth the physiological toll it took on my body to engage in such conversations, which would turn contentious more often than not. Let some other motherlover start a war of words. This ensured I was less likely to be triggered. My heart need not flutter like a butterfly with its ass on fire, the juices of my stomach could remain in their lining. No thank you! I come in peace and—in peace—I intend to motherfuckin’ stay. Just trying to direct some good productions of Shakespeare. Life is hard enough trying to stay relevant in an increasingly culturally irrelevant art form.

Since men who looked like my brothers were now crashing planes into buildings, I wondered if I needed to look for an Arab shrink. So, if she said weird shit—like I was feeling sorrow when I was damn sure I was feeling anger—I could take it for what it was worth rather than wonder if her analysis of me was colored by her own discomfort with facing an angry Palestinian. We’re much more manageable when we are sad.

The shrink had basically said I was numb and hadn’t been able to process my reaction to September 11. You, Arabella Hajjar, are in for some fun. A meltdown is on its way. You’re going to swim in a tsunami of grief. Wait for it.

I didn’t think she was right until I entered my apartment on an unusually dark early evening in May over a decade after September 11. To be fair, that day was doomed from the start. I had been dreading it since I got the invitation to the opening night performance of the latest play at the Public Theater five weeks earlier. “What does one wear to an off-Broadway opening of a play one hates at a theatre that one abhors?” I wondered (possibly aloud) as I put my key in my door and stepped inside. To my horror, without warning, my window into the world had changed.

The glowing tip of the Empire State Building was warped! Some demonic hand had tugged at the tip, making it longer and now shaped like a menacingly sharp needle. For my thirty-fifth birthday, a few months before that fateful night, my parents had bought me a one-bedroom apartment on the thirty-fourth floor of a high-rise in the Village with an unobstructed view of the crown jewel of the New York skyline, the Empire State Building. Not a bad birthday gift, right? Unless you understand why they did it. My parents had given up on my finding a husband. They didn’t want me to ever be forced to live with my three spoiled brothers and the insipid Palestinian American princesses who had married them. For them, securing housing for their single daughter was an act of love. The saddest of the many tragic tales that I heard of the early days of Ramallah, which my Christian tribe, known as Al-Haddadin, founded in the 1500s, involved old maids being abused (always psychologically but sometimes even physically) in the homes of their brothers by their sisters-in-law. “A sister had no chance against a wily wife” is a sentiment I often heard murmured among the women of my family, which always struck me as a polite way of saying men couldn’t be trusted to side with women they couldn’t sleep with against those they could. Moving into a one-bedroom alone in your midthirties does not portend particularly well for one’s romantic future. You can’t help but wonder if the super is going to find you, fifty years later, because the smell of your lonely death has spread and someone has to do something. First world problems, I know. Yet, problems just the same.

Might I have reacted differently to this change in the New York skyline on a different night, if I had not been both heartbroken and enraged about having to attend the opening of that show at that theatre? Perhaps. It had even started out as an especially hard morning. My grandmother had called, waking me up at the ungodly hour of eight a.m. Twelve full hours before showtime! I picked up the phone and Teta Zoya was midshout. My grandmother thought the connection was made when she dialed, not when the other person picked up.

“Bint!” It was usual for my grandmother to address me as “girl.” I guess, when you have twenty granddaughters, names can be hard to keep straight. Over the line, I could hear the clicking of her gas stove as she turned it on. She was clearly making coffee, probably in the doll-like silver pot designed to make one espresso cup at a time. After she was widowed, she excavated the miniature pot from a box she brought to Detroit from Ramallah, probably as a reproach to her only son, my Khalo Ghassan. He had not invited her to come live with his family in their McMansion in Bloomfield Hills, which, as a dutiful only son, he had been expected to do after my grandfather was gone.

“Sabah El-Kheir!” I greeted her, trying not to sound sarcastic as I wished her good morning. I stumbled to my kitchenette and popped in a pod to start my own coffee. But what she said next froze me in my tracks.

“Akeed intey bitla ma wahid yahoudi!” Teta Zoya murmured softly. Where had she gotten the idea I was dating a Jew? And why did she sound so casual about it? Nothing about my grandmother was casual. Or straightforward. She had been raised by, from all accounts, an SOB of a father and a mother who was famous for her meekness. I couldn’t help but think that if my great-grandmother was considered meeker than average among illiterate Palestinian peasant women born in the mid-nineteenth century, that chick must have been so unassuming she barely spoke.

I could hear Teta Zoya softly breathing on the phone. Imagined her standing in her pristine kitchen in the heart of the most Arab of American cities, Detroit. Waiting for her coffee to brew and for me to fall into some kind of trap.

Thankfully, I realized in time that Teta was using one of her infamous ninja-like conversation tactics. Designed to bring secrets to light. In Arabic, this strategy was known as irmee el-kilma. “Throw a word.” She’d accuse you of a random transgression and observe your reaction, gathering information that might come out inadvertently. In this case, by announcing she had knowledge I was currently doing a Jew, she might be able to get me to confirm her suspicion. Or to blurt out something like, “Not at all. Stephen is Chinese!” as another cousin had done when accused of dating a Greek boy. That cousin was promptly talked into marrying a very personable (but rather short) Palestinian orthopedic surgeon whose main drawback was that he (and therefore eventually she) was destined to move to Mississippi. My Teta couldn’t understand how I was still single past thirty-four. At that age, my great-aunt went to Kuwait to be a nurse and married herself a mighty wealthy and stout Texas oil man. Basically, it was the oldest age any woman in our family (who managed to get married) had ever married. There was no way I wasn’t living it up as a single girl in New York. Teta could hardly keep her eight daughters in line back when she had left Ramallah for Detroit in the sixties. But she did. Talked (read: forced) them into marriages before any of them turned eighteen. My Teta was no joke. You could play tic-tac-toe on the long bruises that traversed my mother’s belly, dark rivers on her sandy skin, the remnants of brutal beatings Teta Zoya had meted out to all her brood back in the day.

I flipped the switch on my own single-serve coffeemaker. Together we listened to it grind. I was the granddaughter who everyone agreed took after Teta Zoya the most. That meant I—of all people—had the tools to deflect her.

“Ya rayt!” I told her. I wish! With those words, I confirmed her worst fear. Not that I would marry a Jew, but that I wouldn’t marry at all. Born in an era when indigenous Muslims, Jews, and Christians lived together throughout Palestine, she had known a number of mixed marriages in our hometown of Ramallah in her younger years. What a failure her granddaughter would be if she couldn’t catch anybody! Not fricking anybody?

I could hear her spoon striking against the walls of her coffeepot as she mixed in the grinds. “Hada darab aleyki?” she asked. I took my first sip, burning my tongue, before answering. No, no one had called. She had given my phone number to a woman who had wanted to set me up with her grandson, a doctor.

“The boy be traveling every country, Bint. He go, go, go. Like you. He working. Borders Without Doctors. Big shot!” she told me in her halting, haiku-like English. She spoke English to me when she wanted to make sure I understood her every word. She didn’t trust my comprehension of Arabic, the language that had been my first one but that I seemed to be steadily losing.

“Hilew,” I told her. That’s nice. I meant it, too. Always good to hear some of us were becoming big shots.

“Only hilew if he calls you. His grandfather, Aziz, was first doctor in Ramallah. Aziz find me on refugee boat to America. The one your grandfather no go. Me alone with children. Against my wanting. But Aziz care for me. Zay hu kan jowzi,” she told me, and she fell silent.

Like a husband? Interesting. Had she dug him? This was the umpteenth time Teta Zoya had tried to set me up. My grandmother was part of a vast network of displaced Palestinian matriarchs across the world whose sole purpose was to ensure their children married other Palestinians. To make families in the diaspora that resembled the ones we might have made if they’d never left. The men I met through them were generally spoken for. Taken. Usually wildly in love and living with an American woman or—in a more interesting case—a man. Their mothers hoped my sexual charms might magically alchemize their dross-for-brains offspring into golden boys who thought marrying full-blooded Palestinians and making more of us mattered. These cats would wearily drive up from Paterson or Long Island or even as far as Philadelphia to prove a point to their mothers, not to really meet me. Few ever called me again. This disappointed me more than I cared to admit. I hadn’t had a relationship that lasted longer than two months with either my artsy rainbow of boy toys or respectable Palestinian American professionals. Thus, I was an epic failure at dating American-style and equally sucky at catching a husband the old-fashioned way. It’s not that I was dying to be a doctor’s wife, but I wanted to be wanted. By someone.

This grandson of the first doctor in Ramallah hadn’t thought I was worth his time. Embarrassing, especially because Teta informed me that his mother had cut out a motherloving picture of me from a feature on my theatre work in the Detroit Free Press and forwarded it to him wherever he was doctoring without borders.

Teta and I were both quiet on the phone, contemplating the fact that if Aziz the Younger was reaching out to touch someone, it wasn’t me. Why did I feel dejected that a boy I had never met didn’t call? It was like being stung by a bee you didn’t swat at. (What? Wait! Ouch!)

“I saw show on Al-Jazeera. Doctors can cut inside your bouton. Freezer it. So you have babies later, Bint. Do it! Me old. I live more than two of you. No one ever wants to be the mother. But you should have child! More than one! So you no die alone.”

“Got to go, Teta. Ma Al Salama,” I said.

My grandmother and I both hung up the phone feeling sorrier than before we spoke. I had many hours to kill before the show. In those days, television was terrible and held no charms for me. I knew I had to get inside a theatre, lose myself in a story. Find a way to forget I had to attend that play later that night. I remembered I had promised one of my favorite students, Ava, that I would someday stop by and sit in on a rehearsal for her thesis project at Marymount Manhattan College, where I was an adjunct professor.

I wandered my way to the cathedral that is the Grand Central Terminal, pausing to take in its design of constellations and vast vaulted ceilings, before I descended via crowded escalator to the entrance of the subway: the Hades of New York. Grand Central Terminal is to its adjoining subway station what my mother’s salon is to the rest of our house in Atherton. A fancy place designed for guests to enter and exit. Its neatness amplified the wildness of the rest of my family house. My mother rebelled from Teta Zoya’s fastidiousness by refusing to be a good homemaker. My father had known hunger as a boy living in Jerusalem after the Nakba, and was too parsimonious to pay for a maid. Not a winning combination in that regard. But they otherwise got along swimmingly. The fact that they had more money than they knew what to do with (and were admired in American and Palestinian circles alike) helped. I pulled out a dollar for the man with no legs who sat on the floor—which only further emphasized his lack of limbs—at the bottom of the escalator. I put the money in his cup without being able to look him in the eyes. Then, I tunneled up to 72nd and made my way to the Marymount campus, essentially a building on the Upper East Side that was indistinguishable from the outdated-looking coops that surrounded it. I silently slipped in the back of the rehearsal room, a classroom with the chairs pushed in a corner, but a site for magic nonetheless.

My mood lifted, as it usually does when I’m in a theatrical space. I could feel my body relax as I watched Ava, a petite alabaster girl from Ohio whose dyed blue-black hair and piercings did little to make her seem older than her nineteen years, shape the actors into a decent retelling of A Streetcar Named Desire. They were working on a scene where our tragic heroine, Blanche, sings her heart out in a bathtub. “Sing louder!” my student coaxed her actor. “Show us what unbridled joy looks like so we understand what is about to be crushed.” Like an incantation, those words transformed the gangly teenager playing Blanche into a majestic figure, an embodiment of every woman who would ever be destroyed for daring to want too much or be too free. I slipped out of the rehearsal room at four, giving Ava a thumbs-up that made her blush at first and then beam. The sight of her smile brought tears to my eyes for reasons I didn’t quite understand. Something to do with how I handled my power and her vulnerability. I knew I got that moment right. It was not a feeling I had often.

Still hours left to kill before the curtain would rise at eight and I would be trapped, forced to watch that play. Miraculously, it didn’t seem so bad anymore. It was live theatre. Something unexpected might happen. I practically skipped the sixty blocks back to my place, watching the sky turn from blue to black. The whole way home I did not glance backward. Let it be known I was Lot, not his wife. So, I had no clue what was in store for me.

During the first few months in my apartment, the changing colors on the Empire State Building were for me what I imagined a pet would be for other people. I would open the door and look for it. It greeted me. Made me feel I was sharing my space with an evolving, alive thing. It reminded me of a Lite-Brite creation, something childish hands had lovingly pieced together with sticks of light. Now, with its new sharp point, it looked like ambition unleashed. I’ll get higher than I deserve to be with the building blocks I can afford! I will pierce through everything!

“They’re fixing something on the tip. Those are temporary work lights. The skyline isn’t going to be permanently changed,” I tried to convince myself. “Tried” is the operative word. Clearly, no one would go through the expense of putting that monstrosity of a sharpened glowing needle on the tip of the Empire State Building unless they thought it was a bright idea. Unless it was here to stay. How many more changes to New York could I endure? All at once, an image of a man who had jumped from a tower flashed in my head, a picture that seemed to be printed everywhere after September 11. He was upside down, had one leg bent, and was wearing a white uniform. A worker. Part of the waitstaff at Windows on the World. On that day, he was up earlier than the rest of the city, probably prepping himself emotionally for serving douchebag customers. Not trying to be a big shot. Or run the world. Or kill the competition, in whatever form that competition might have come. That man was trying to make a living. What does he get for his efforts? Fire. Smoke. Heat. Suddenly, the burnt smell that was in New York for days after the attacks was in my nose again, the first Tower to fall imploding over and over on replay in my head. The meltdown my shrink had predicted had arrived, a decade late. Full force. I ended up facedown, alternately sobbing, screaming, and pounding on my floor with my fists.

“This is my home! My home! Leave my fucking home alone!”

“Shut up!” a man from another apartment yelled.

“You shut up!” I yelled back. But, having a neighbor to tell you to shut up proved to be useful actually. Who knows how long I would have been screaming and banging my fists if I had been as alone as I felt? I had a theatre opening to attend and had to get ready, now with the added challenge of trying to look like I had not been crying.

That was hard to do on good days, since walking into the Public Theater always made me want to cry. Or spit. Guess the shrink had been worth $175 per hour. My pendulum indeed always appeared to swing between grief and rage. The founder of the Public, Joe Papp, had been arguably the most powerful and radically leftist artistic director in American theatre history. Truly a visionary artist. A pioneer. An advocate for so many voiceless people. That’s what made what he did to mine so particularly painful.

In 1989, Papp had invited a group of Palestinian artists from the famed El-Hakawati Theatre to perform at the Public. The show was announced. Plans were made. At the time, I was in high school and believed I was destined to be the next Meryl Streep (note: rewind the story of every adult working in theatre and you’ll find an aspiring child actor). I heard about this Palestinian show by happenstance at the annual crab feed of the San Francisco chapter of the AFRP, the American Federation of Ramallah, Palestine. It was a social club for the descendants of the founding families of Ramallah that became one of the largest Arab-American organizations. If it sounds very specific and exclusive, it was by design. My grandparents’ generation, who founded chapters in cities across America, wanted us to stick together. Even fellow Palestinians from neighboring Christian towns who married into our clans were made to feel like they never entirely belonged. Over the din of three hundred of my people cracking crab, my mom’s uncle’s wife’s sister bragged that her nephew by marriage was performing in a show by a Palestinian troupe in New York. I sensed a chance to finally visit the city I knew had to be my home. I asked my parents to take me to see it.

To my delight, they said yes. My parents were exceedingly indulgent of my whims. Was it because they were poor as children and couldn’t bear to deny me anything? They never truly assimilated into American culture, so it was easy for me to play it off that in America, it was expected you’d take your daughter across the country because she wanted to see a show. They turned to our travel agent, a cousin sitting at the next table, and asked her to book our flights that night.

Then, Papp rescinded his offer to El-Hakawati Theatre and canceled their performance at his theatre. We found out while in New York when we called my mom’s uncle’s wife’s sister to find out how to buy tickets. She said the Palestinian theatre company was looking for a different New York theatre to showcase the play, but it wasn’t happening exactly as scheduled. She seemed miffed about it, but not angry, so we found no reason to be. We didn’t understand that once a show was canceled at the famed Public Theater, you would be hard-pressed to find another venue with the same cachet. There was no way to go but down.

Instead of The Story of Kufur Shamma at the Public Theater, we saw The Phantom of the Opera on Broadway. We were in New York only twenty hours in total. But it was long enough for me to stand fixed like an island in the center of the atomic glow of Times Square, forcing the rivers of mere tourists to make their way around me, and vow I would be back someday to stay.

Later, when I stumbled on a dissertation in the Yale library about economic censorship in the American theatre, I would learn that there were conflicting stories from Jews and Arabs (no surprise there!) about what happened at the Public. Some claim Papp personally told them he feared his board would shut him down, that it would jeopardize funding for his entire theatre if he presented a show by Palestinian artists. Later, he would say publicly that wasn’t the case, that it was his personal decision to revoke the invitation, and to suggest otherwise was anti-Semitic. Whatever the real reason, the show did not go on for my people at the Public. Not then. And not since. Not one story by a Palestinian writer on that illustrious stage ever.

Footprints in the Promised Land, whose opening performance that night I felt compelled to attend, was the closest we seemed able to come. A famous (but not particularly interesting) white British playwright had written a monologue about his trip to Israel/Palestine. Some folks bored their grandkids with travel stories. Not this dude, who was recently knighted. Apparently, Sir Famous Playwright/Blowhard’s travel story to the Holy Land was interesting enough to command the stage of the most important American theatre company. The turning point in the piece arrives when our man, who presents himself as having no connection to either side, reveals the truth. He has skin in the game. He is married to a Jewish woman, which he realizes affects how the Israelis and Palestinians feel about him. This is somehow surprising to him. Then, he makes the incredible conclusion that the situation is quite complicated and he has no clue how Palestinians and Israelis can move forward together.

Six months earlier, I had refused a job to work on Footprints in the Promised Land. Rather sharply. Not because I hated the insipid script, which I obviously did. It was truly a waste of an audience’s evening, thousands of hours of hundreds of people, time that they would never get back. When you work in a dying industry like theatre, you feel struck in the gut every time someone farts away the resources that could be used to make innovative, ambitious, or (at least) fun work. People will watch shitloads of bad TV and come back for more, because it’s cheap. You’re not captive to a story. It’s easy to change your mind. Not so when it comes to theatre. But that wasn’t why I said no.

I had been led to believe (or wanted to believe) that I was going to be asked to direct the play. To lend it some cultural legitimacy by having a Palestinian director attached to this vanity project of an Englishman. When I was called into a meeting with Tiffany, an artistic associate at the Public, I was prepared to talk about how we might improve on the script, possibly by interviewing and including impressions of the playwright from the Palestinians and Israelis he had met. So, it wouldn’t be just a show about how he perceived them, but also how he was perceived. I was going to right the wrong that the founder of the Public Theater had done to my people when he didn’t give them a stage. A Palestinian story might never stand alone on that platform. But our voices would be part of a chorus. Included. I would no longer need to walk long blocks to avoid the weirdly askew streets of Astor Place, which was around the corner from my apartment, so I could avoid passing by the Public. Or feel my heart race, my jaw lock, and my fists clench when a bus with an advertisement for its latest (not Palestinian!) show sailed by me. I could stop feeling outraged that we had been silenced once and terrified that we would stay silenced forever.

I still cringe when I remember how I strutted into the lobby of the Public and greeted the artistic associate, Tiffany, with her limpid blue eyes and blond hair she wore without layers. Never the liveliest of ladies, Tiffany seemed especially lethargic that day. She acted as if it took too much effort to raise her hand and pat me on the shoulder after I went in for a bear hug. We sat down at a table in the lobby.

The song goes, if you can make it in New York, you can make it anywhere. But no one tells you that you have to keep making it. I established a name for myself for my reinterpretations of Shakespeare, since I staged comedies as if they were tragedies and vice versa. I had graduated from Yale Drama in June of 2001, having enjoyed the distinction of being the first woman to claim the title of Artistic Director of the student-run Yale Cabaret. Had a hit show at the New York International Fringe Festival six weeks later. It was an adaptation of Twelfth Night, which traditionally is presented as a comedy centered on a woman who finds herself shipwrecked and alone in a strange land. In my version, our heroine is violently gang-raped in a dance sequence at the start of the show. She disguises herself as a man not as a lark, but in order to survive in a way a woman cannot as easily do. It was a hit. I was twenty-five. The offers to direct shows started coming in. My second show was Othello: A Post-Racial Farce. In it, Othello was clearly a madman with a tick, constantly swatting at flies that weren’t there. Setting it in Belfast, I cast an actor who was Black Irish as Othello. So, to the New York audience, it appeared he was white and didn’t seem to know it. The Black theatre critic for the Times got that I was commenting on how arbitrary and absurd it is to distinguish people by the color of their skin, in a way we don’t do by the color of their hair. Another hit. A job at the Public would catapult my career to the next level. I was determined to get there. Even if I had to direct something as buttfuckingly banal as Footprints in the Promised Land to do it.

“You know how much we admire your work,” Tiffany told me. I smiled, tight-lipped, hoping to force my face into looking calm. Humble. Patient. Was she speaking as if in slow motion? Or was I just manic? Put your money on me being manic. I folded my hands in an attempt to contain them from making “Come on! Come on!” gestures. Then, she added, “We think you would be a great addition to the team of Footprints in the Promised Land. Because of your background.”

Did this cuntologist have to make it crystal that there was no way I would get a job offer if it weren’t on a show about the Middle East? Apparently so. Was she clueless when it came to how her words would land on artists of color? Or did she mean to be demeaning? Her washed-denim eyes stared out at me vapidly. I decided to vote for clueless.

“You were the first person John Brock asked us to hire as his assistant director!” she announced.

Assistant? To John Brock? If anything was designed to show me the gap between who I was and who I wanted to be, it was this job offer.

The kid had graduated two years behind me from the Yale School of Drama, though his career catapulted ahead of mine, as was expected when a tall, white man actually had chops and a modicum of emotional intelligence. Given the pressure to hire a Palestinian on this particular show as opposed to the latest Young White Dude du Jour, how much did they not think I was a contender? I’d thought I was a few more acclaimed downtown hits away from directing in their Shakespeare in the Park series, the most prestigious venue for classical work in the country. From there, of course, it was only a matter of time before my work would be on Broadway!

A curtain had been torn open, and I couldn’t unsee what I’d seen. I felt that particular panic you get when you just miss your exit on a freeway and are frantically trying to jump to the lane where you need to be. Willing to risk life and limb rather than accept you made a mistake and turn around. I understood intellectually my career was far from over. I was not old. I knew that if I could power through this ungodly painful passage of being a midcareer artist, I might one day become a master. But I was clearly far, far, far away from it then. The knowledge knocked the wind out of me.

“I’m not at a stage in my career where I still assist. Gotta go. Late for my next meeting!” I stammered to Tiffany, and literally ran out of the lobby.

I said yes to the invitation to the opening performance of Footprints in the Promised Land that Tiffany emailed me because I didn’t want to look like I was angry. Though I dropped my British shrink a couple of months after September 11 and never did the work of finding an Arab one to replace her, I had paid for enough therapy by that point to know that, unsurprisingly, anger was my default mode. So, if my instincts were to stay the fuck away from that insipid show out of rage, my intellect told me it would be a good thing to lend my support, be seen, and schmooze in the hope I might be hired for another show. Or maybe I just liked to torture myself.

I dressed in a simple little black dress, forcing myself not to look at the monstrous new tip of the Empire State Building as I walked toward the packed lobby of the Public. I opted to stay by the door, but the crush of the crowd kept pushing me forward. “Just love the Empire State Building’s new look. They installed LED lights!” I heard a chipper young voice say behind me. But when I turned around, I only found older faces, the usual patrons of the theatre. I prayed the lights would flicker, signaling it was time for the show to begin and closer to when the night could finally end. I had mentally rehearsed how I would congratulate John Brock in a way that did not reveal I wanted to shove my foot up his ass.

I dreaded encountering Tiffany, but the chick I should have been worried about was Lisa-Turned-Layla. She was the perennial Palestinian American playwright-activist who was always invited to these kinds of openings at the Public. Just like me. Could they do a show about the Palestinian-Israeli conflict with no Palestinian artists involved? Yes, of course. But could they do it and have an all-white audience on opening night? Ce n’est pas possible! Nyet! Never! That would be racially insensitive and no one in American theatre would want to be (accused of) that.

Lisa-Turned-Layla and I kind of hated each other. She—like me—had gone to Harvard for undergrad and went straight to graduate school at the Yale School of Drama. But, in the summer in between, she had changed her American name to an Arabic one to exoticize herself. I snarkily introduced the idea of calling her Lisa-Turned-Layla to our mutual friends to “distinguish” her from the other Laylas we knew (Eric Clapton single-handedly made it the most popular Arab American girl name of our generation). I had not opened several emails from her, including ones with the subjects such as “EVEN SEVERAL JEWS ARE SIGNING THIS PETITION! RESPOND ASAP!!!” and “THIS IS NOT ABOUT THE PETITION—ACTION REQUIRED!!! RESPOND ASAP!!!”

There she was. Flanked by none other than John Brock and Sir Famous British Playwright/Blowhard. Eyes darting everywhere, looking feverishly giddy with her plump lips parted. It was as if there were an invisible gnome licking her clit under her low-cut sequin red ballroom gown, a miniskirt in the front with a long train in the back, which she paired with camel-colored cowboy boots. (Really, Bitch? A ballroom gown for a downtown opening? Really?)

Even I had to acknowledge we looked like sisters. Same prodigious curves, cream coloring, almond-shaped black eyes, and round faces framed by the same springy curls we both tamed straight. Our similarities were only on the surface. She hailed from a rich Jerusalemite clan who ran in the social circle of the upper-crust families of Edward Said and Rashid Khalidi, the moneyed Palestinian immigrants who became shining stars of the American intelligentsia. Women of my clan had been bused in (via donkey cart) from our village of Ramallah to work as maids for pampered women from clans like hers.

Either she was doing funky Bohemian girl correctly in her ball gown and cowboy boots or I was nailing it in my flattering little black dress. I got the feeling as I saw men in the room looking at her as she waved at me that, in that instance, she had gotten something right. She was, it must be admitted, thinner than me. I turned away and grabbed a free glass of wine from a low table, which I downed in one gulp. I hadn’t eaten all day. I had been too upset.

Yoav, my favorite sound designer, motioned me over from across the packed lobby. He was so tall he loomed over the crowd. I grabbed two glasses of wine for us and headed in his direction. An Israeli American kid, he, too, had been my classmate at Harvard College and Yale Drama School. In that moment, I realized Yoav—with his dark eyes and curls—also resembled me. The other parallels between him and me were obvious. His folks immigrated to the United States from the same land—which we called by different names—before we were born. Both of us were young for our class, having skipped a grade and arriving at college at seventeen. Since we both recently turned thirty-five, at that point, we had known each other for eighteen years. That meant Yoav had been in my life longer than he had not. We kept it professional, even talked with each other about the people we dated. But, at random times that spanned over the many years I’d known him, I was almost sure he was imagining when he looked into my eyes what it would feel like to be inside me.

Entirely possible I was projecting. Yoav was the person I trusted more than anyone else in a room when I was directing. And when I was directing was the only time I truly trusted myself.

I was halfway to Yoav when I saw Lisa-Turned-Layla point at me from across the room. The little huddle of folks around her, including John Brock and Sir Famous Playwright/Blowhard (the star of our show, who should have been backstage prepping his voice since he was supposed to perform his monologue for us in a matter of minutes), all seemed to turn together in my direction, slowly and eerily, as sunflowers follow the light.

Clearly, Lisa-Turned-Layla was telling them I was a coward. Years ago, she had outed me as a Palestinian. I had been rather successfully passing as white until she was interviewed about my work in a feature about me in American Theatre magazine. Lisa-Turned-Layla said, “Arabella’s work is essentially Palestinian at its core, even if the text she uses is Shakespeare. She melds the concepts of tragedy and comedy in a way that is clearly in the tradition of all our best modern Palestinian art, like our classic tragicomic novel The Pessoptomist.” And when the interviewer quoted her and asked me if I agreed, I got flustered. Lied. Pretended I hadn’t heard of the only book my father, who was not bookish, gave me when I was in high school. Were any of my ideas original? Or was everything I made derivative? (Yes? No? Both?) Then, I proceeded to babble, apparently blurting out some exceedingly unsavvy shit, including (but not limited to), “Talent always wins out in the end. My career is proof of that. I don’t ride on the fact that my parents were immigrants. Very few of the many artists who are obsessed with race in American theatre actually have the chops to make truly innovative work.” The interviewer cut off the rest of my statement, which was that so few of any of us—of any race—have the chops to do that. Still not a clever or important or interesting point, but the one I had been trying to make. It was my way to signal to white readers that I was no product of affirmative action. Never spoke of my background. Made it my mission to pass as white. No one could accuse me of using being Palestinian to get theatre work because I was, in fact, terrified that it would mean I’d never work. Thank heavens that this article came out in a time before Facebook existed. People read it and called me an asshole but had no platform to allow hundreds of people to concur.

Lisa-Turned-Layla began waving wildly to me and exaggeratedly mouthed the words “we need to talk.” No, we don’t, though. We really don’t. I had thought it best to ignore a petition that called for a Broadway theatre to honor the boycotting of shows that were funded by Brand Israel, an Israeli governmental program designed to use culture to showcase aspects of Israel that had nothing to do with the unfortunate fate of the Palestinians. Not all Israeli art or artists, mind you. Just the projects that had been funded by that wing of their government. Signing it felt like declaring oneself a Red just at the exact moment McCarthy was getting his schlong sucked deep enough by America to start orchestrating the executions (!) of Americans. No thank you! I wanted to work! I was going to direct Shakespeare’s entire canon. In America! But it turned out most of the hottest young theatre artists, including several Jewish American rock stars like Yoav, had added their names. The petition actually became the “it” thing to sign, complete with the most famous of the it-sters publishing a letter put out by Human Rights Watch in support of the boycott in an ad in the Times. Lisa-Turned-Layla was absolutely going to berate me, in front of this entire lobby, for not signing it. I could feel it as she made her way in her boots (clop! clop! clop!) over to me.

“Have you gotten my emails?” she panted. I’m not exaggerating when I say the girl was breathless with excitement.

“What emails?” That was the lie I was going to stick to. I was that girl who climbed every mountain, swam every sea, and signed every human rights petition, no matter how controversial and potentially devastating to my career. Yep, that was me. Emails? Never got ’em.

“Check your spam. I emailed you several times. We got the grant!”

Vaguely, I remembered saying “Sure, kiddo!” to Lisa-Turned-Layla a million years ago at a party when she asked if she could put my name down as a director on a grant application for funding for a theatre production in Palestine. It was part of my “say yes to everything” life reboot I was attempting after my career nosedived. For longer than was reasonable, I didn’t get the memo that I had been a flash in the pan that had lost its sizzle and was now corroding. I kept turning down off-off-Broadway gigs long after my off-Broadway offers dried up, feeling like if I took a step backward, I’d get stuck there and never move forward. Would never direct on the big B-way. Soon, I wasn’t being asked to dance anymore. By anyone. By the time I went back to the off-off-Broadway venues looking for a job, I had so thoroughly turned off everyone with my ’tude that I couldn’t get hired anywhere. Or maybe ageism and sexism made it so women directors heading into middle age hardly ever get work?

I was not taking this job! But how to let the poor girl down easy? Schedule, schedule, schedule! That’s what I claimed as an excuse the last time she had asked me to work in Palestine on a production with children from refugee camps. I hated other people’s children in direct proportion to how much I wanted one of my own. The perfection of their beauty was the scourge the world used to torture me for my childlessness now that I had turned thirty-five and had to start cracking that nut soon if it was going to be cracked.

“It’s going to cover the entire cost of a production of Hamlet,” she said. Ah, now I remembered. She had applied for a grant to do a production of her Arabic translation of Hamlet with a professional Palestinian theatre company. I had agreed to direct it.

Her eyes gleamed. The eyes of true believers in revolution are always brighter than most people’s. Always. I know because my eyes never shine like that.

“We’re going to tour our show all over Palestine!” she continued. Touring a conflict zone full of armed settlers and soldiers? Not for me. Good night and good luck, y’all.

“As lovely as that sounds, I can’t—” I began to say, but she interrupted me.

“The top staff at the Royal Court Theatre are coming for opening night!”

Wait, what now?

“Royal Court Theatre of England?” I said, incredulous. I had seen a production of Equus there when I was in high school that made my panties wet and not just because a dude was naked in it and I saw my first adult wee-wee (although that helped). When the lights go up on a show that good, I forget myself. I forget how condemned I feel being just an “I”—experiencing only what I can know and no more—until the moment my lights go out.

“Yes,” Lisa-Turned-Layla said slowly. Clearly, she was only now registering I didn’t remember all the details of what exactly I had said yes to during my phase where I had made saying no a no-no. “The Royal Court Theatre is cosponsoring the project. They’ve heard a lot about your work.”

The folks at the biggity big RCT had heard of my work? Hell, yes, they did! Perhaps the disparity between who I was and who I wanted to be was no Grand Canyon. Was it a gulf I could traverse in this lifetime? Not unless I made work that people in power would see, people like the top staff at the Royal Court Theatre.

“They’re very excited you’re on board to direct.”

“And I’m very excited to be on board, Layla,” I said, forcing a smile and trying to make my eyes shine the way hers did.

But even though I said yes again in that moment, I told myself I didn’t have to go back there. Didn’t have to face what my life would have looked like if my parents hadn’t said “peace out” and left. I could call my agent first thing tomorrow and beg him to try to drum up another gig anywhere first. I imagined my apology email to the Royal Court Theatre, feigning I was in demand and already had another show I was committed to directing during that time frame, but making it clear I was available if they had other projects at other times in other places like, I don’t know, England!

The lights flickered at last, indicating the show was about to begin. Lisa-Turned-Layla and I melted into the herd, shuffling toward our seats. Yoav stood by the entrance to the theatre, letting people pass until I reached him.

“Is the melody working for you?” he asked me as I handed him one of the cups I was still holding. That question was our shorthand in the rehearsal room for whether we were on the same page. But it became the way we checked in with each other.

“It’s a melody,” I said. That was our signal something was wrong. Our way to sound an alarm. His dark eyes widened with worry as he watched me down my glass of wine.

“Where are you sitting?” he asked me.

“Front row, baby!” I announced. Too loudly. As he frowned and reached out his hand to take my empty cup, it struck me again that Yoav had aged and that meant so had I. But I knew the wrinkles creeping on the edges of his dark eyes and carved into his otherwise smooth young tawny skin did nothing to diminish his charm. I wasn’t so sure if I could say the same for me. He definitely was no longer the boy who worked with me on The Tempest our first year of college, when we instinctively understood we both were way more intense and devoted to theatre than not only the other kids in our class but also anyone else we had ever met.

The lights flickered again. Time to find our seats. I left Yoav standing with my empty cup and his full one. Feeling his eyes on me long after I left him. Why had he never made moves on me or I on him? How many drunken opening nights—celebrations of shows made by our friends and ones we made together—in the past eighteen years had we hung out together? Countless. How many Jewish men had I had during the “I’m officially whoring around as much as possible” phase that seemed to recur every three years? Also countless. Why never him? Perhaps I purposely stayed away from the men I actually liked, whom I might fall in love with, because some part of me preferred to be alone.

I wanted to tell Yoav about the gig in Palestine. I could ask him if he’d be my sound designer. If he’d come with me. Should I?

No. I wasn’t taking the job. I saw there was an empty chair between two men in the front row. My seat. When I recognized the famous face of one of the men whom Providence had placed next to me, I began to hatch a plan so I might not have to. I gave myself permission to hope.
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Mothers who don’t fantasize about abandoning their children turn to thoughts of suicide, which is—to some—the ultimate form of abandonment. How was it possible I gave birth to seven daughters in twelve years? And why had they insisted on testing me on that day of all days? By nightfall, the eyes of my beloved were going to behold me. He had not found me wanting when I was a girl.

“Yema!” one of my seven cried out, startling me. My corker sliced its way through the soft skin of the squash in my hand, rendering it unusable. I squelched the urge to smash it underfoot. I was making the most sensual of dishes for my beloved. Mahshey. Literal meaning is “the stuffed,” and—of course—it is often used as a euphemism for other kinds of sustenance. You present your guest a cornucopia of round tomatoes, pointed carrot, and cylinders of squash. It looks simple. Ordinary. It looks how vegetables grow out of the ground. Bite in and find your mouth full of minced roasted lamb, tender rice, and cinnamon. Hollowing it properly was the trick. If you punctured through the skin, it would leak. The whole pot would be mottled with grisly flecks of meat.

“Food is always first tasted with the eyes. As is almost every kind of pleasure. Am I wrong?” my father had once asked a cousin of my mother’s, leaning a bit too far in her direction with a twinkle in his eye.

This woman had been sent back to her parents’ home in disgrace the morning after her wedding night. The virginal blood her husband expected to find on the sheets was not there. So, men of my father’s ilk felt she was fair game, made improper innuendos in her company. Innuendos that I, as a girl, had to pretend not to understand. That cousin never visited our house again, which was a shame. I did not yet understand why she was called Ikhsara. What turned a woman into waste?

“Yema! Yema!”

Earlier than I needed to know it, I did glean that women were the insatiable ones when it came to love. As young as six, I would hide under the table, ignored, whenever my most audacious aunt, Miriam, would visit for a cup of coffee. When other women visited, they would try to read the patterns in the coffee grinds of their cups, believing they could glimpse their fates if they looked hard enough. Miriam allowed no one to do that in her presence. Put a dirty cup in my aunt’s face and she’d strike it out of your hand. “I know the future. We’re all going to die. In the meantime, give me some gossip.” Give me a story worth hearing. Show me a cautionary tale. Point out who is richer and how he cheated to get that way. Tell me who is fighting in what family and why. The present is so interesting. I have no time for the future.

“Is it not surprising how quickly a man is so completely satisfied? And for so long?!” Aunty Miriam asked one day as they were baking bread. Thus, I knew to expect a disparity in the time it took for the different sexes to be sated. My childhood home had been a one-room cave-like dwelling in Ramallah, where the kitchen was the bedroom and the bathroom was outside.

It was a far cry from our three-story stone villa in Jaffa with enough rooms for my daughters to be able to be separated at night. From each other and from my husband and me. A house with a view of the sea never lost its charm. Having a spectacular view was the only difference between being desperately poor and unexpectedly rich that truly mattered to me. It made me understand my father’s hungers. Wealth was almost worth what my father was willing to do to get it. Almost. From my bedroom window, I could catch the reflection of the sun as it set on the water. It lent each day’s departure a touch of grandeur, even magic, as the brightness of the heavens were mirrored below for a breath before darkness descended. I was forever thankful that I could look back on my life and know I spent part of it in a house by the sea where, at any moment, I could tune into the movement of water against earth that always felt like the world was whispering “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Even after we lost that house and the country it belonged to with it.

Needless to say, I never allowed my children near when my womenfolk were visiting. They were instructed to stay out of the kitchen, my domain. I knew more than I should have as a child and, more important, I remember how I learned it.

“Yema! Yema!”

“Ma hada kalimney!” I screamed. They heeded my words and were silent. “And don’t call me Yema in front of the guests!”

I had tried to train them to call me Mama, like the children who had always attended British-run private schools in Jaffa, to drop our falahi accent in front of the city dwellers who now populated our world. But to no avail. My kids had grown up in Ramallah. They were going to sound country no matter what. They couldn’t help it. Should I have tried to bribe all seven into going to bed before dinner? Children, can you go to sleep right now? Perhaps not wake up until you’ve turned eighteen? I’ll give you baklava.

“Yema! Yema!”

“Ye’nan oumkun. Ye’nan oumkun!” I muttered. Let your mother be damned! It was the only curse against them I ever allowed my lips to utter. So, if my words had power, I alone would bear the consequences of them. I pulled out the innards of the next squash with precision. Too thick and the taste of the vegetable would overpower the richness of the meat. Too thin and it would burst.

That night, I was to sit between two very different men, the one I was married to and the one I had wanted to marry. My husband, Kamal, had long ago gotten used to our maid’s cooking. But all the food I offered Aziz, I would make myself. I wanted to touch everything he would consume. I put down the corker, to rest.

The thought of Aziz always made me feel languorous, unsteady on my feet. I first felt that heaviness, that desire to be on my back, when Aziz turned to look at me at the Midnight Easter Mass in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. I was twelve and so was he. Everyone in Ramallah knew he was going places. A French monk had said he was brilliant and arranged for him to attend a Catholic school in Jerusalem. But the joke among us was that the French had low standards for our children. The yardstick they used to judge a Palestinian boy’s intelligence was whether he had an aptitude for their language, which Aziz apparently did. It was said he taught himself French. He must have known it was his ticket out. Aziz was as tall as I was petite. His floppy black hair was the smoothest I had ever seen while my tight chestnut curls had a sauciness that nothing could straighten. He was a boy built of sinewy muscle and I was already all curves. Dark-skinned as I was light, which I knew meant—if I had no other features to recommend me—I would forever be considered pretty.

As I crossed his row on my way to take communion, he looked at me. I have to thank the glow of the candles for turning my skin luminous. Our chanting stirred currents through the air between us. The same rhythms vibrated in our bellies and bones. Our eyes met. He winked. Your first adult pang of lust is often the sharpest, because you don’t recognize the feeling. It felt fated that mine took place in a church, the site where a sacrament could sanctify the joining of a woman and a man, where you utter magic words and it suddenly stopped being sinful to act on your desires. His mother slapped his face in the direction away from me. It’s uncouth to ogle a girl. It’s also dangerous, if she has hot-blooded brothers. By Aziz’s age, most boys knew you could only safely sneak a glance at a girl if you could manage to do so without turning your head. You only got to see what you could glimpse out of the corners of your eyes. It was in those glimpses at the souk, street, and church that I watched Aziz transform from a gangly bumpkin boy into a dapper city man when he returned to our village to visit his parents, before he left our country altogether to attend medical school in Beirut. I had heard he started a practice in Jaffa. It was one of the reasons I was thrilled when Kamal told me that he was moving our family here.

Seventeen years had passed since that night in the church. Would Aziz, now an esteemed doctor, have accepted an invitation from my husband five years earlier? Before we were rich? Or did his saying yes have something to do with me? Did he remember my name? Had he ever known it in the first place? I picked up the corker and hollowed out another squash. Aziz was inundated with invitations from every Ramallah clan. It was an honor to have him at your table, and a burden to poor families who would slaughter a chicken they needed for eggs to feed him well. It was known he was polite, but rarely accepted. Now everyone from Ramallah wanted to hobnob with us, to see the house by the sea Kamal had built.

Kamal had been lucky on his last trip to America. Unfathomably lucky. Every few years, he and several men from our village went for yearlong stints to Detroit to make money working in factories and then return to Palestine. On that last trip, he came back earlier than expected, dragging two large brown leather suitcases with him. He opened one in front of me. It was packed with American dollars, more money than I had ever seen. I was sure he had committed a crime. But, what?

Kamal was afraid of the evil eye. For protection from it, he always wore a blue amulet, an ugly misshapen eyeball that looked like it had been wrenched from the head of a sea monster, around his neck. That particular superstition, the belief that your blessings could be destroyed by the power of other people’s jealousy, made little sense to me. If the evil eye worked, Ingrid Bergman would surely have already gotten leprosy. We women of Palestine, who could afford a movie ticket to see Casablanca, all envied her with venom. When Kamal took me to see it, he watched her and whispered to me, “Your skin is as light as hers.” It was an observation I had already made myself. My whiteness was the only thing anyone ever seemed to notice about me, so I mentally compared my coloring with every woman I encountered. Ever watchful, always looking for confirmation I remained the fairest of them all. Kamal made love to me that night and every night after for a week. I gave up trying to make him wait until his mother, who slept with us in the only room we had, was asleep. Perhaps I even enjoyed it a bit, subjecting a woman who seemed bent on humiliating me to the sound of her son loving me. Cruel? Perhaps. Blame it on Ingrid. We Arab women, who watched that doomed love story set in the Arab world, aspired to be her, not the dowdy figures in the background who were supposedly Moroccans that were the backdrop—the foil—to her perfect loveliness, which our resentment never managed to mar. I should add, when Kamal affixed an enormous evil eye amulet over the entrance of our new villa, I did not object. But I never imagined Aziz would visit. Would he think it was I who wanted that monstrous angry eye to glare at every guest who entered our home?

For the man who had studied in French, I would wear my black-and-white Chanel dress, a gift from my husband. Kamal had provided me with more luxuries than even a man like Aziz, if he ever married, could give to a wife. Kamal was good-looking, too, with his short but stout commanding body and wide, dark eyes with lashes longer than mine. What did it matter that Kamal, unlike Aziz, didn’t have the distinction of being the first doctor in our village? Who cared that Aziz had a stature in our community that Kamal never would? The power of academic prestige is mostly an illusion, like a guard dog without teeth.

Money can purchase several forms of status, like the renown of being the woman in my clan who had the largest villa any of us had seen. It dwarfed the two-story old Jerusalem homes that had once seemed like palaces to me, where my bastard father tried to force me to work as a maid, turning a blind eye to what often happened to country girls who worked in the homes of city folk. This house, Kamal bought me.

It still made me sheepish when I remembered how furious I had been with him for leaving me with his bitter widowed mother and boarding a boat to America so soon after the birth of our first daughter. Kamal stayed with his uncle Raghib, whom I never met, in Detroit. This uncle, who had never married, was called a loner—a polite way of saying he was effeminate. They were working in the same factory on the day his uncle was crushed to death in an accident. Kamal was the only relative whom Ford could find to pay the accident settlement. He returned on the next boat back to Palestine. He arrived before his letter telling me he was on his way reached me.

“Zoya, should I share the money with my cousins? They are Raghib’s nephews, too,” he asked, holding our daughter in his arms.

I did not want to be responsible for influencing him to do wrong. When men falter, a woman is often blamed. So, I used my trick of playing people like flutes, making my words come from their lips.

“Ask your mother,” I said.

Let her tell him what I wanted to say, which was let’s keep it all for us. She did but, unfortunately for her, never had the chance to enjoy it. She unexpectedly died within a week and I found myself living among the city people my father had once wanted me to serve. A son with many brothers, he had inherited only one acre of his father’s olive orchard. He was obsessed with owning more land. My older sisters would beam when he called them binat quayseen as they handed over their dinars to him at the end of each week. Don’t expect me to clean excrement happily in the hope that you’d call me a good girl and take all my earnings. I knew all the land my father bought with our wages was eventually going to my brothers. I also knew where his compliments led me.

I grew up in the shadow of the British occupation. I had recurring nightmares about their soldiers entering our village. But, during the day, I could handle the British Empire. At recess at the Ramallah all-girls school, where I was always first in my class, I invented an elaborate game, “Palestinian Women Versus British Soldiers,” in which we usually convinced them that our climate was too hot for them or stole their guns. Either way, we managed to get them to leave. Al-Sitt Elaine, my favorite teacher who doubled as our principal, used to sit outside while we played at recess and watch our game, a look of joy in her eyes. She was my mother’s age but never dyed her hair, so she appeared old and dowdy. In a large notebook, she wrote down the lines we said that she thought were especially delightful, which—it must be admitted—were usually mine.

Our game grew more elaborate. We started repeating our favorite storylines, the seeds of a ritual we began to remember and reenact, as other kids would gather to watch us. The middles we improvised, but the ending was always the same. The colonizers were overwhelmed by our cunning and went home. Or stayed and faced the consequences. Either way, in the end, we were free.

I was twelve when I discovered Aziz, and he planted in me the seed of a dream that I might grow to marry an educated man. It was also the year our olive trees betrayed us. They didn’t yield their usual treasures. My father couldn’t afford to pay the mortgage of a new acre he had bought on the surrounding rocky hills of Ramallah. He would stomp around the house, screaming and striking at us at the slightest provocation. One morning, as I was readying myself for school, he approached me with a smile.

“Can you read a newspaper, Zoya?” he asked me, holding the latest issue of Falastin.

I looked to my mother, whom everyone called Imdelalah the Second. I sometimes even called her that, too. My father had been married to a fiery eagle-eyed lady by the same name for seven years, our neighbor. Tall and shapely, Imdelalah the First was a widow with three sons by her first husband. She remained the object of my father’s lust even after he left her to marry my mother. The Orthodox Church wouldn’t grant him a divorce, so he changed denominations, converting from Jerusalemite Orthodox Christian to Roman Catholic, in order to marry my mother in a different church. People jokingly said he had chosen her, a slight motherless thirteen-year-old girl, as his wife chiefly so he wouldn’t have to remember not to call out the wrong name.

“We have been Orthodox Christians since the time of Christ!” my grandfather—who died before I was born—was said to have lamented. But my father didn’t care. Every denomination of Christianity had a foothold among us Christians of the Holy Land. In Ramallah alone, we had Anglicans, Baptists, Quakers, Coptic, and Greek Orthodox Christians. Christian missionaries of various stripes would come to the Holy Land dreaming of converting Muslims. They had little luck there. So, they only ended up converting the indigenous Christians to their particular sects, usually by bribing them with the promise of work visas abroad or better education for the children in the schools they built in our midst.
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