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PENNY   JOHNSON 


Introduction:
Neither Homeland nor Exile
 are Words


In this volume, historian Beshara Doumani recalls a song from World War II Haifa—a song that Doumani cannot place in any archive, even though he possesses two almost translucent pieces of paper with the ditty scrawled in his own childish handwriting. Indeed, he can sing this sailor’s song—and it only—in an accent from a vanished Haifa neighborhood. It is not nostalgia, but wonder and questioning that inform his reflections. In an encounter between memory and imagination, a rootless memory becomes a miracle of “immaculate birth.”


Writing outside the archives, new Palestinian writing on exile and home asks questions laced with wonder. How do Palestinians live, imagine and think about home and exile six decades after the dismemberment of historic Palestine and in the complicated present tense of a truncated  and transitory Palestine? What happens when the “idea of Palestine” that animated so many around the globe becomes an “Authority” and Palestine a patchwork of divided territory? When we, my co-editor Raja Shehadeh and I, asked Palestinian essayists, novelists, poets and critics to respond, we found ourselves on new ground—fascinating, intimate and provocative. And it seemed very much like our writers were conversing with each other—and with Palestinian writers before them—exchanging memories, reflections, an occasional joke or a poignant moment of sorrow, like friends on a summer night in the cool hills of Palestine or at the corner café in New York or on the terrace over the sea in Beirut. Wherever they were, the tone was convivial, the talk exhilarating, and the memories unconventional, both personal and worldly. Seeking Palestine, then, is not a representative anthology—  this was neither the editors’ intention nor their aptitude; for an excellent anthology of Palestinian writing until the early 1990s, the reader should turn to Salma Khadra Jayyusi’s magisterial Anthology of Modern Palestinian Writing. Our book is in an intimate key and its claim is to imagine, rather than represent.


Indeed, our writers sidestep representation and imaginatively affirm new ways of being Palestinian, giving their own resonating and contemplative answers to the world’s stock questions. By now, the treacherous politics of representation are perhaps all too familiar. But the terrain of imagination and memory, which this anthology’s writers navigate with elegance and sensitivity, is also potent, though perilous. Even as they recognize memory’s function as a means of resistance and of belonging, our writers avoid the obvious trap of nostalgic memory and are aware that memory-as-reclamation is a vexed project: as the novelist Mischa Hiller points out, when the exiled and dispossessed “remember” Palestine, whether experienced or imagined, their memories might seem quite alien (and alienating) to the Palestinians who live there now.


While Doumani seeks to transform his “miracle memory” into a “mortal” one—one that can be forgotten, with all the privileges of security that such forgetting implies—Suad Amiry fights against memories, those iconic images that have haunted  Palestinians for over sixty years since the 1948 Nakba when Palestine was dismembered. Her words are a drumbeat of “No”es addressed to her obsession, Palestine. She writes:


And it would not be about the blooming almond trees and the red flowering pomegranates that were not  tenderly picked in the spring of 1948 nor in the summer after.


But Amiry’s roll-call of insistent noes, like a photo negative, both reverses and preserves these inescapable images. And, in fact, her prose-poem is inspired by a telling phrase of Mahmoud Darwish’s that heads one of this volume’s sections: “my country: close to me as my prison.”1 And her denial of the memory of almond trees perhaps brings their blooming even more persistently into the imagination. Darwish’s evocation of blossoming almonds in a late poem written from his “exile” in Ramallah comes to mind:


Neither homeland nor exile are words,
 But passions of whiteness in a 
Description of the almond blossom…


If a writer were to compose a successful piece
 Describing an almond blossom, the fog would rise 
From the hills, and people, all the people, would say:
 This is it.
These are the words of our national anthem.


The writers here also refuse homeland and exile as mere words, and search for ways—images, fragments, memories—to lift the fog from the hills. Raja Shehadeh peers through a “gossamer veil” of white fog on a 2003 visit to the Israeli-bombed ruins of the Muqataa, at once the current seat of the Palestinian Authority, the past Israeli military headquarters in Ramallah, and a former British Mandate police fortress. In three diary entries of an “internal exile,” he ponders the “layers of meaning” of this site and wonders when “Palestine/Israel [will] come to mean nothing more to their people than home.”


Politically besieged as it is, Palestine evokes a particular obligation of belonging in its far-flung “inhabitants” for whom insistent memory becomes a mode of habitation. Like Shehadeh, several writers speak of a desire to move beyond this particular kind of identification, to where a robust Palestine can be “nothing more… than home.” Reflecting on the ties that bind him to a country he has never seen, Hiller searches for something “bigger-hearted and more inclusive” than just a state—“the golden thread that not just ties us back to Palestine but pulls us forward  to a new one.” Hiller thus seeks Palestine not simply in a political entity but in an inclusive vision of Palestine and Palestinian identity; he also shares with Raja Shehadeh a wish for Palestine to be a place that can be home or not, a Palestine that is a choice:


We are already reimagining a Palestine that reflects who we are now and who we hope to become.


For poet and essayist Sharif Elmusa, the fragment of memory is the broken blackboard where his American-born children write their names in a long-deferred visit to his ruined school in a destroyed refugee camp near Jericho. In his powerful memoir, the “backpack of contradictions” that is his self moves among worlds and identities, subject to flashes of memory, where the “refugee camp ambushes me anywhere, any moment.” A supermarket visit, for example:


Marveling today at the Safeway’s abundance 
of tuna fish cans,
I remember my friend Hussein.
 He was the genius of the school.
He breathed in history, grammar, math
as easily as he breathed the dust of the camp.


A memory of a tuna fish can, stolen by the hungry child she was in a Jerusalem orphanage, leads novelist Susan Abulhawa to a searing account of her childhood odyssey back and forth from Palestine, Kuwait, Jordan and the US, passed along among parents, relatives and foster homes; she is indeed a child Odysseus passing through borders without papers or protection, armed only with her intelligence and resilience. Hers is a story of Palestinian identity and survival that is made up not of iconic images, but broken fragments heroically pieced together. Her Palestinian “inheritance” of people, experiences and memory is also, in its narration, her Palestinian “triumph.”


Lila-Abu Lughod writes, in her memoir of her activist father, Ibrahim, and her own “political education,” that Palestine at first resided for her in relatives, food, and an accent she only later realized was from the costal city of Jaffa. But she adds:


…even if I had not had these childhood tastes and memories of family, there would still be no way not to be drafted into being Palestinian.


And Jean Said Makdisi, writing from a mountain village in Lebanon, asks, “[w]hat am I without Palestine? And what is Palestine without me?” Distrustful of nationalism, she remains, like Suad Amiry, obsessed with, possessed by, Palestine. During the long Lebanese civil war, Palestine returns in a domestic detail:


Repair and restoration are constant elements in my life. During the war, I could not bear a torn curtain, a broken window or a hole in the wall left by shrapnel: I was constantly fixing, repairing, painting...I am sure this is an aspect of my Palestinian history.


Said Makdisi’s lost homeland is Jerusalem, at once an “ancient epicenter of civilization” and of “present-day violence and wickedness”—but always, in her imagination, grand. Rema Hammami’s Jerusalem, in her poignant and sometimes hilarious account of her decaying neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah, is a place of a genteel past and a paralyzed present. Its “shrine-keepers” are elderly Palestinian ladies, the “Miss Havishams,” left behind by migratory families in their decaying mansions—until the Mossad, Israel’s spy agency, moves into the neighborhood and a well-funded and governmentsupported movement of settlers begins a relentless campaign of dispossession.


Hammami  takes us through the Occupation, two intifadas, and a neverending peace process with a vivid cast of characters whose resilience gives them more than a family resemblance to the hero of poet Mourid Barghouti’s tale, Mahmoud the driver. On the day Israel invades Palestinian towns in the West Bank in 2002, Mahmoud is determined to drive his passengers from Ramallah to the bridge crossing to Jordan. He will drive any route to fulfil his mission, whether through fields, muddy waterholes, or around checkpoints. Barghouti observes:


We are now his nation: an old man and two women (one of whom doesn’t cover her hair and face, while the other wears a full veil); a man who’s short and another who’s fat; a university student; and a poet who is amazed by everything he sees and doesn’t want to spoil it by talking.


A nation, Mahmoud-style, is created and preserved in the crowded space of a service taxi traveling through an insecure and hostile space which negates that very nation. The moving taxi becomes a homeland with the poet as witness.


In one of Adania Shibli’s lyrical trio of stories, she encounters little girls in the ravaged Jenin refugee camp, their eyes flashing as they demand entry to a reading she is about to give at the Jenin Freedom Theater. Their spirit restores Shibli to Jenin, the city of her childhood, and to herself. In another story, Shibli contemplates her “little watch” that gives her a strange sense of time while she is in Palestine—including, quite comfortingly, reducing the hours of a search and interrogation at Israel’s Ben Gurion Airport to zero. Rana Barakat, a historian at Birzeit University writing from Chicago after being denied entry to Palestine, finds herself suspended between home and exile:


The ties that bind me to myself were all undone when an anonymous official announced in an all-too-ordinary tone that I would not be allowed to enter here  and would subsequently be deported from here. Born in exile, living in exile, or returning to exile—I was not sure where to place myself.


Visual artist Emily Jacir utilized her “place” as a Palestinian with an American passport to access Palestine for Palestinians who are forbidden entry. In the three images from her powerful 2001–03 series, Where We Come From, that open each section of Seeking Palestine, Jacir meticulously fulfils a request from a Palestinian who cannot enter Palestine or whose movement is restricted therein. It is an intimate visual—and physical—intervention into the stasis of exile and the ongoing process of fragmenting Palestine.


Karma Nabulsi describes exile as a lost time, where Palestinians are separated from their own revolutionary history. From the “generation of revolution” herself, Nabulsi vividly describes the paralysis in Palestinian politics in an era where liberation struggles seem to be off the agenda:


Everyone else has moved on. In a world whose intellectual framework is derived from university courses in postcolonial or cultural studies, from the discourse of post-nationalism or human  rights or global governance, from post-conflict and security literature, the Palestinians are stuck fast in historical amber. They can’t move on, and the language that could assist them to do so is as extinct as Aramaic.


Attending the funeral of a PLO activist in Beirut who had retained, against all odds, his revolutionary spirit, Nabulsi feels, “something...[is] about to give.” This sense of stirrings, whether of a new language to imagine the idea of Palestine, of the resurgence of resistance, or the reconfiguration of exile and home, is a current running through the reflections of a number of our writers. For Nabulsi, the possibility of a revolutionary renewal is encouraged by the Arab Spring; for poet Fady Joudah, the possibility of a “Palestine that never was” emerges in the mathematics of the imagination. In a preface to his five poems, he writes:


Perhaps that Palestine that never was is true to exile as a state of being; not exile as a state of despair or eternal longing, but a state where one is free to wander the earth between the possible and the necessary return, since what has not yet arrived has not yet been lost.


It is telling that we considered two working titles for this volume that seem to be contradictory: “After Palestine” and “Beginning Palestine.” (Our very first title, “Exile’s Antinomies,” borrowing Edward Said’s notion of exile’s irreducible contradictions from his seminal essay, “Reflections on Exile,” would have been rejected by any canny publisher.) We considered “After Palestine” in its multiple senses, whether after post-Oslo Palestine, after the loss of historic Palestine or indeed simply, as our title now claims, seeking Palestine. But “Beginning Palestine” also spoke to the purpose of our enterprise and to the imaginations of our writers.  Edward Said (once again) makes the useful distinction between “origins” and “beginnings.” Rather than looking backward to a fixed point of origin, beginnings are a “first step in the intentional production of meaning.”2 Perhaps then, in the complicated circumstances of “after Palestine” in which Palestinians and Palestine are entangled, it is time to seek—and write—Palestine as a beginning.






Ramallah, January 2012


Notes




1 The titles of this anthology’s first two sections are taken from a relatively early poem by Mahmoud Darwish, Poem of the Land, and the third from one of his late poems, With the Fog so Dense on the Bridge. Darwish’s understanding of the interplay of distance and closeness, exile and home, although always evident, became more pronounced as he lived an internal exile in Ramallah in his latter years.




2 Edward W. Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method  (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975).
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SUSAN   ABULHAWA


Memories of an
Un-Palestinian Story, 
in a Can of Tuna


I was a thief.


Um Hasan, our kind-hearted cook, didn’t give me the tuna. I’m sure, because she’d have also given me something to open it with. But there I was with my stolen can of tuna that evening, hiding out in one of the empty classrooms. It was 1982 or 1983 at Dar al-Tifl al-Arabi, an orphanage for girls in East Jerusalem. It was getting late. In that corner of memory, the sky was grey-blue and we were already locked in for the night. We weren’t supposed to be in the classrooms after school hours. And, conversely, we weren’t allowed in the dormitories during the day when school was in session. When the classes were open, the dorms were closed, and vice versa.


I might have told myself that Um Hasan would have given the tuna to me had I asked because she often gave me contraband cheese sandwiches. The first time she did that was after she saw me staring at two of the day-students, girls who went back to a home after school. They had families waiting for them at the end of classes. I imagined a loving mother, anxious for her daughter’s return, who would embrace her child and proceed to do mother-daughter things that were suffused with laughter, cuddles, books, cooking and unimaginable joy. The father I imagined, equally magnificent, would look at his daughter with complete adoration and pride. I stared at those day-students, holding back my disgust that their fathers could be proud of them with the low grades they brought home. I always got the highest marks in class. A father like that would really have been proud of me. I imagined the food they ate—delicious, warm, hearty and with real meat.


“Come with me, girl,” Um Hasan said, surprising me as envy seeped from my pores while I waited for the day-students to finish their sandwiches and leave, so I could pick up their discarded crusts.


I assumed Um Hasan had peeked into my wicked thoughts about those girls, but I went with her because I always did as I was told, which was another reason I was the one who deserved a good family that loved me. I had good grades and I was obedient. (The matter of stealing tuna was unknown and should not count against me on the list of my traits.)


I followed Um Hasan to the main dormitory building, where she made me wait in the hallway while she went into the kitchen. A few minutes later she stepped out, a hand behind her back, and looked around to see if anyone was watching before she handed me half a pita sandwich with cheese spread and cucumber. “I’ll make you more whenever you want. You don’t need to eat anybody’s scraps, girl.”


There wasn’t enough food for Um Hasan to do that for every girl, so she singled out a few of us for clandestine snacks. She picked the runts, the ones who likely couldn’t fend for themselves, or those of us who were clearly hungry and undernourished and, importantly, those of us who wouldn’t tattle and make her lose her job.


I never squealed on anyone—a virtue I added to my list in three parts, to make the list longer: Never Tattle, Never Squeal, Keeper of Secrets.


As I tried to open the can by beating a fork into it with a rock, smelly tuna water leaked and squirted out all over my hands and clothes. That was my condition when I heard one of the girls running down the hall, calling my name. She stopped when she saw me and said, “There you are! You’d better hurry up back to the dorm. Sitt Hidaya sent word for you to go see Sitt Hind.” Dread washed over me. My heart started beating so hard I thought it would jump out of my chest.


I must have frozen because she continued, “Susie, you’d really better come before Sitt Hidaya finds out you’re in here.”


Her words calmed me a little. Sitt Hidaya apparently didn’t know that I was not in the dorm and therefore she probably didn’t know about the tuna either. But had I heard correctly that Sitt Hind wanted to see me? She had never asked to see me. Sitt Hind was the founder of the orphanage and rarely had time for the everyday details of our lives. She was always so busy traveling to raise money for the orphanage that I didn’t think she asked to see any of us. In fact, I didn’t realize she even knew my name.


“Why does Sitt Hind want to see me? Did she say my  name? Susie?” I asked.


“How would I know, dumbass? I’m here saving your life from Sitt Hidaya. If she ever finds out what you’re doing, she’ll kill you and feed you to the donkeys. You should be thanking me and running quick to see Sitt Hind instead of asking stupid questions,” she snapped and left.


I shoved aside the as yet unopened, badly battered can of tuna and ran behind her. She went back to the dorm and I headed downstairs, towards the black iron door that was always locked at that hour. I had no idea how I would get out to see Sitt Hind in her home, which was just a few steps from our building.


The door opened as I approached it. Espi, my friend who was several years older than  me, held it open. Espi was the unofficial police. She possessed the trust and confidence of the administrators, as well as the keys to nearly every door in the school. And we accepted Espi’s authority without question, partly because of her access to all the keys.


As Espi turned to lock the door behind me, I wondered if I was going to be let back in. I grew worried, but still I hurried toward Sitt Hind’s home, climbed up the stairs and knocked on her door.


Then it hit me how badly I reeked of tuna.


I hadn’t even had the sense or time to wash my hands, so I just stood there when Sitt Hind opened the door and asked me to come in. She seemed so old and frail—as most adults with grey hair seem to children. Looking back, she must have been only in her fifties. She was thin, with slightly sunken cheeks and short hair cut in a tidy bob. Time, war and military occupation had sharpened her eyes and set them deep in her face. The lines on her skin spoke of dignity and a tortured heart. She was always well-dressed; even on that evening, alone in her own home, she wore a simple below-the-knees skirt and an elegant blouse. She was like a god and I was afraid she’d smell the stench on me when I passed by. I stood in her doorway too long, looking at her, contemplating my predicament. But eventually I had to make a move, so I rushed in and stood far from her. My fists were clenched to hold in the stench on my hands. But I could still smell it and it grew stronger the more I thought about it. Why hadn’t I just stopped at a sink to wash my hands? Now I couldn’t even shake Sitt Hind’s hand, much less accept her hug when she came towards me with open arms. I just backed away. I was so ashamed of smelling so bad.


I will never know the real reason why Sitt Hind called me to her home that evening. Perhaps it was to get to know me better since I was excelling in all my classes and stood out among my peers. She asked how I was doing. She asked me about Ameena, her one-time ward who had grown into the woman who gave birth to me.


Ameena and two of her younger sisters, my aunts, had lived at Dar al-Tifl many years before I was born. It wasn’t often that a second generation came to Dar al-Tifl, especially when it came to a bright student, which my mother had been. Maybe Sitt Hind was curious to know what happened to her former pupil. She had educated, fed and clothed my mother and aunts when my grandfather died and my illiterate grandmother had to go off to Kuwait to work as a maid for a sheikha there. As she often did for girls who showed promise, Sitt Hind sought scholarships for them to study abroad. My mother ended up going to Germany to study nursing. That’s where she was when Israel took the rest of Palestine, including Jerusalem, in the 1967 war. So my mother was never able to return home and went to Kuwait instead, where Palestinian refugees flocked as cheap labor. I don’t know if Ameena was ever in touch with Sitt Hind after that. I doubt it. I don’t think Sitt Hind knew anything about her until I, Ameena’s firstborn, arrived at the orphanage doorsteps thirteen years later.


But the desert winds of the Arab world always arrive with news and rumors. Gossip is a staple of our society and my mother provided good fodder for it. That’s one thing I inherited from her. Maybe Sitt Hind knew that my mother was remarried and living comfortably in Kuwait. She probably even knew that my mother had abandoned me in the United States as an infant and then came back for me when I was five years old. I was living with my uncle in what others often described as a white trash neighborhood of Charlotte, North Carolina. My uncle’s wife, Mary, was the first of several women I called Mama. She was an Evangelical Christian and had raised me until then on the fire-and-brimstone television sermons of Jim Bakker and Jerry Falwell.


I think Mary was the first person to call me Susie, a nickname that is more my name than any of the other names on my official documents. She worked behind the food counter at K-Mart and one of the great joys of my life then was the privilege of knowing which inflated balloon contained the blue card that entitled its owner to a free meal. I simply paid five cents, picked the secret balloon and won a free lunch when I popped it. I acted surprised each time so Mama wouldn’t get in trouble. My other great joy was my pride in being the only kid who got to ride on the side of the garbage truck alongside my uncle every other Thursday when it came to our street for trash pickup. My uncle looked so important in his official blue one-piece uniform, filthy with the remnants of other people’s garbage.


Those early years in the US ensured that I would speak English with a southern American accent, which would, many years later, help me pull off an Oscar-worthy act that got me into the country at the age of thirteen, alone, without a passport or a green card. I got into the US on the strength of that perfect accent, the kind hearts of two immigration officers, the winning smile of a child, and the cunning of a survivor.


I’m sure Sitt Hind knew that after I met my mother at the age of five, she took me back with her to Kuwait and left me to live with my grandmother. Ameena visited, but mostly she was in Saudi Arabia, working as a nurse, living in a dormitory with the other imported labor. Eventually, she remarried.


I don’t know what tall tale my grandmother told Sitt Hind to justify my living at Dar al-Tifl when my mother could clearly afford to care for me, especially since her new husband was an important person in Kuwait with a lot of stars on his army uniform. I’m sure my grandmother  told a convincing story. And I’m sure no one knew the truth (not all of it anyway) because it would be at least another twenty years before I would ever tell another human being that the man my mother married had already molested me when I was seven years old, long before she married him. It would be at least twenty-five years before I would admit to anyone that at the age of eight, when my mother married my molester, I became my stepfather’s mistress.


Until I burned down their home.


His reaction to the fire was proof that I was the problem. People extolled his self-control and patience for not giving me the good beating I deserved, and they criticized him for the same reason. They said he must be a saint to put up with a troublemaker like me who wasn’t even his daughter. They said my mother was lucky to have found such a man. “He didn’t even yell at the girl,” a woman said. And she was right.


My stepfather never said a word to me on the matter. But, in the soot of memory, our eyes locked one day and he held me in a terrifying stare that immobilized me until he looked away, an eternity later. It was a stare swollen with a secret rage that I could only interpret through my adult eyes, many years later. He had wanted to unleash his fury for the financial loss I had caused. He wanted to pound me, maybe rape me and rip me to shreds. But doing so would risk another irrational act on my part, which could have destroyed him. I suppose he didn’t understand that I would not have squealed, not because I was a Keeper of Secrets, but because I felt culpable.


The fire was an accident, but maybe there are no accidents. Maybe the accusations I got from everyone around me were correct—that I was jealous of my mother’s marriage and wanted to destroy it. Maybe I just wanted to burn the scenery of my life. Maybe, at the age of nine, I needed my world to smoulder on the outside like it was smouldering inside. Things need to match up when you’re young. They make more sense that way. Maybe. And maybe I knew that the traits that really counted—Unworthy, Dirty, Bad—far outweighed the other entries on my list.


So I was sent away.


Like the times before, I do not recall the details of this abandonment. My memory moves from the grip of my stepfather’s stare after the fire, to being in Jordan with a relative, too embarrassed to let anyone know that I had only one pair of panties that I wore and washed at the sink every so often, under the cover of night when the world was sleeping.


I went from one relative to another. In one home, mosquitoes left my legs looking like I had chicken pox. Someone told me that I must have sweet blood since mosquitoes had not dotted ugly welts on anyone else’s legs. I liked the idea that my blood was sweeter than most and I secretly thought it probably gave me special powers. But I didn’t add that to my list, since I wasn’t yet sure what my powers were.


After a few months, school started but I was not to attend. I was without papers, without a passport. I didn’t belong anywhere but to a political discussion called “The Question of Palestine.” I was an abstraction. I was nothing. And, for the first time in my life, faced with my greatest fear of being denied an education, I became unruly and defiant and loud and openly hostile and angry and erratic and moody. “Good grades” was the only consistent entry on my list of virtues and I couldn’t bear losing my life’s only constant. So I pleaded and panicked and cried and screamed and bothered everyone around me until the pity and charity I had been shown dried up.


Finally, my grandmother arrived from Kuwait. She had brought a suitcase of clothes for me, with several sets of underwear, and she showed me how to sneak into the West Bank through the Allenby Bridge. That’s an impossible feat now, but things were different in 1980. Today’s technology was absent then and the crossing was mayhem: an open space with suitcases splayed open, soldiers rummaging through them, children running around. I was told to “stay with that family over there with all the kids.” I did as I was told. Having been promised schooling, I had gone back to being my obedient self and restored that attribute to my list.


There seemed to be hundreds of kids in that family. In reality, there were probably some twenty siblings and cousins with their parents, and I could simply blend in or hide among them. p. 28 (15) Being shorter than average may have saved me that day, as I could easily be invisible in the shuffle. “I’ll meet you on the other side,” my grandmother said and began reciting verses from the Quran. She instructed me not to look any soldier in the eye, not to try to find her, and to recite the Fatiha  and every other verse from the Quran that I had memorized, over and over in my mind, until I made it across. I obeyed. I knew a lot of Quran verses by heart. (That, too, was on my list of virtues.)


I stayed with the large family. I stripped off my clothes and stood in my panties, in a line with all the other women and girls standing against the wall as the Israeli soldier took away our shoes in crates and came back an eternity later, pouring the inspected shoes into a pile on the floor. Still reciting the Fatiha  to myself, I waited for the adults to move. They waited for the soldier’s nod. Then we all fell to our knees around the pile to retrieve our shoes. That’s all I remember. I must have met up with my grandmother on the other side. She probably paid the women of the large family for playing along. She must have taken me to Dar al-Tifl. And I must have said goodbye.


“Fine,” I answered when Sitt Hind asked me how my mother was doing, but all I could think about was whether or not she could smell the tuna all over me. Worse, I began to worry that I was stinking up her house and that the smell would linger long after I was gone. I didn’t tell her, nor would I have even if I had not been stinky, that Ameena had not tried to contact me at all since I had arrived at Dar al-Tifl nearly two years earlier.


Because I was a Keeper of Secrets. I Never Squealed. I Never Tattled. And, on the matter of being abandoned, I would never have tattled on my mother—not even to myself, in the privacy of my own thoughts.


Sitt Hind might have been disappointed in Ameena. Maybe she was disappointed in me, too, on account of how strangely I was acting. That thought still bothers me. It bothers me that I never got a chance to demonstrate to Sitt Hind that I was worth her investment; that I had internalized her commitment to invest and believe in the humanity and potential of others; that I treasured the education she gave me and would do the best I could with it; that I loved her for it and wanted desperately to hug her that day; and that I would never be the kind of mother who sacrificed or abandoned her daughter.


I would never get a chance to express any of that to Sitt Hind. The evening I stood reeking of tuna in her home was the last time I ever saw her. Sometime after, I was given the traumatic news that I would be leaving Dar al-Tifl. My father had sent for me to live with him in the United States.


Thirty years later, just two weeks ago, I watched a film that depicts the life of Sitt Hind. There is a scene in which Sitt Hind gives one of her girls the choice to stay at Dar al-Tifl or go with her father who wants to marry her off. The girl asks to stay and Sitt Hind ensures that this happens, against the wishes of the girl’s father. It occurred to me in the theater that perhaps Sitt Hind had summoned me that evening so many years ago to ask if I wanted to go and live with my father, because she was prepared to keep me if I didn’t. I wish I could remember our brief conversation. Maybe she did ask me. I might have been agreeable to going, not believing it possible that I would ever leave the orphanage otherwise. I just don’t remember. And I suppose it doesn’t matter.


So I came to the US at the age of thirteen. At the age of fourteen, after a year of going to school with bruises, black eyes and broken bones, I became a ward of the Mecklenberg County Court in North Carolina, got a green card, and my father was convicted of misdemeanor child abuse. Several foster homes later, Social Services settled me in a Southern Baptist children’s home—Mill’s Home. I was one of two kids on that campus who was not Christian. The other kid, Alan, was Jewish, and he and I formed a friendship based on a common annoyance at their endless efforts to convert us.
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