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  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  This is a work of nonfiction. All the events, encounters, and conversations described here are true and have been faithfully rendered as I have remembered them. The name of the village where I stayed, as well as the names of my two host families and their individual members, have been changed to protect their privacy and anonymity. For the same reason, the names of village school principals and faculty members at Mu’ta University have been changed. All other names of individuals and places have remained intact.
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  Whatever happens to you belongs to you. Make it yours. Feed it to yourself even if it feels impossible to swallow. Let it nurture you, because it will.

  Cheryl Strayed, Tiny Beautiful Things


  I. PROLOGUE

  IN THE EARLY MORNING OF CHRISTMAS EVE 2011, PARIS CHARLES De Gaulle Airport was mercifully not yet crowded with travelers. I heaved a sigh of relief as I dragged my weary body through the empty halls of the terminal to my departure gate. The first leg of my grueling trip from Jordan back to the United States was already behind me. The midnight flight with Royal Jordanian from Amman to Paris was short—only four and a half hours—but exhausting. Packed with holidaymakers, the cabin was hot, noisy, and cramped. I didn’t sleep a wink and had a throbbing headache. I looked at the time. It was 5:00 a.m. I had a long layover—my connecting flight to Washington Dulles International Airport was scheduled to leave at 12:40 p.m. I wished I could lie down somewhere and close my eyes. Two nights in a row without sleep were beyond my power of endurance. Luckily, I didn’t have to change terminals or transfer my bags, which were checked right through to my final destination.

  I pulled my heavy carry-on bag behind me and followed the signs to my departure gate. I arrived there to find a deserted lounge—there wasn’t a soul to be seen. Rows of empty metal chairs with hard seats and fixed arms met my gaze. With more than a six-hour wait ahead of me, I was desperate to crash out somewhere. I spotted a row of three armless chairs in a secluded corner of the lounge. I went over and lay across the narrow seats, hoping to grab some sleep. With my crumpled clothes, disheveled hair, and limp body squeezed into the confines of the metal chairs, I looked like a homeless person. In many ways, I felt like a homeless person, uprooted, forsaken, and lost.

  How did I end up here, in this strange predicament, a woman of my age and stature? My head was dizzy from persistent, agonizing questions: Why? Why? Was this a blessing in disguise? Would I have been jailed or killed if I had remained in Jordan? I wanted to escape into sleep, to forget for a little while everything that had happened to me, but memories of the past few months flooded over me, throwing me into a vortex of emotions. My eyes were closed but my mind was racing through the events that had brought me here, revisiting all the scenes, incidents, and encounters, hoping against hope to make sense of it all—and find clarity.


  2. LIFE IS CALLING

  IT ALL BEGAN ON THE MORNING OF APRIL 16, 2010, WHEN I attended the Employment Expo at the Marriott Conference Center in Bethesda, Maryland. The day before I had finished the final revision of my manuscript on mother–daughter relationships in Arab families and mailed it to my publisher. Now I felt free and eager to embark on a new activity, something other than writing. Writing is such a lonely occupation. I wanted a job that would take me out of my little study and give me the opportunity to meet new people and expand my horizons.

  When I arrived at the Marriott Conference Center, the grand foyer was already crowded with men and women aged between forty and seventy, all job seekers. After an opening ceremony by various dignitaries who gave long and tedious speeches, we were ushered into a big ballroom to meet the employment recruiters. We roamed between rows of tables and booths staffed by representatives of dozens of companies and organizations who were collecting resumes and handing out brochures, registration forms, and business cards. Among the prospective employers were area banks, retail stores, hotels, the Food and Drug Administration, the National Institutes of Health, public schools, and various volunteer agencies. I moved slowly from table to table, making inquiries and gathering information. Nothing that I saw was in my area of interest or training. I was either overqualified or not competitive enough for most of the jobs. Still, I continued to stop by every booth, eager to find out what was available. Suddenly, I found myself in front of the Peace Corps table. I casually picked up a brochure with the picture of an African American frolicking with a bunch of little Chinese girls on its cover. “Life is calling. How far will you go?” ran the headline. It grabbed my attention and I began to read.

  
    The Peace Corps mission is to promote world peace and friendship through the service of American volunteers abroad. It requires a commitment of two years. Volunteers serve in over 75 countries around the world. They integrate into another culture, learn a new language, and work in various fields, including education, health, business, information and communication technology, agriculture, and the environment. There is no upper age limit—older volunteers are valued for their life experience.

  

  I felt a rush of excitement as I browsed through the brochure. I knew instantly that I had found what I was looking for.

  It never occurred to me that I would find my calling so accidentally and yet with such clarity. As a native-born Israeli—a Sabra—who had left my country of origin and lived in the Netherlands for many years prior to settling in the United States, I had been exposed to four cultures: Israeli, Arab, Dutch, and American. I had dual training as a teacher of English (with a master’s degree from the State University of Utrecht) and as a teacher of Arabic (with a doctoral degree from Georgetown University). Given my intellectual curiosity, my passion for teaching and travel, and my strong affinity for non-Western cultures, I was ideally suited for Peace Corps service. Furthermore, I was at a stage of my life where I had a unique window of opportunity to do what I wanted. Just the year before, I had walked out on my adulterous husband and extricated myself from an abusive marriage. I was now single, with no constraints, familial or otherwise, on my freedom. I could follow my passion and become part of a global family, give back to society and receive in return, and have a life-defining experience.

  The Peace Corps application process, as outlined in the brochure, is extremely competitive: each year over 15,000 applications are received and about 4,000 candidates are placed. On average, the application process takes from nine to twelve months to complete. Step one in this long and challenging process is filling out an extensive application form, which includes two essays, three references, employment history, resume, community and volunteer activities, educational background, and health status review. Step two is an interview. Step three is a nomination to serve in a general work area and region of the world with an approximate departure date. Step four comprises medical and legal reviews, including a background check, to determine eligibility for service; an applicant who is medically qualified and legally cleared for service undergoes competitive and suitability evaluations. Step five is an invitation in writing to serve in a specific country, extended to selected candidates. Step six, the final one, is preparation for departure. Throughout the process, applicants can check the status and progress of their applications through “My Toolkit,” an individual online account that is updated regularly.

  I realized that it would be hard to get in. I needed to find ways to become a more competitive candidate. I decided to get involved in community service. The Jewish Community Center of Greater Washington was running a program called “Gateways: Services for New Americans,” which provides free English classes for new immigrants in the area. The program director was looking for teachers willing to work as volunteers. I called her and offered to help. She was happy to employ me immediately as a substitute teacher and also assigned me to teach a full course in the summer. My students were mostly elderly Russian immigrants who were highly qualified professionals like chemists, biologists, physicists, dentists, and physicians, but who spoke little English. My task was to improve their communication skills and acquaint them with American values and customs. I enjoyed working with them. They were a nice group of people, enthusiastic and very diligent, and they taught me a lot about life in the former Soviet Union, especially in Russia.

  After organizing my community service, I attended to the task of filling out the extensive application form. Performed online, the application does not need to be completed in one session and the applicant can save it and return to work on it later. I began working on it on April 21 and submitted it on June 9. My resume took a long time to compose. How do you summarize thirty years of work experience in a nutshell? I traveled between three continents—the Middle East, Europe, and the United States—and had a varied career as a teacher, scholar, and writer. Which of these aspects should I emphasize? This dilemma reminded me of an article I was once asked to write on the Western Wall in Jerusalem for the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern World. I was given 600 words to write about the topic. How do you tell the history of the Western Wall in 600 words? What must be mentioned? What may be omitted? It was a challenging but intellectually rewarding task. The two essays required for my application, each running between 250–500 words, also took a while to compose and I revised them several times. Finally, I had to provide the names of three people as references. After careful consideration, I named a former job supervisor, a current volunteer supervisor, and a personal friend—all trusted and supportive individuals.

  Throughout the following months, I kept a close watch on my BlackBerry device. Whenever the status of my application was updated, I would get a message. I would then rush to my study to log onto my Peace Corps account and check the progress of my application. There were four evaluations on the Application Status: dental, legal, medical, and placement. Each time I completed one of these evaluations, a check mark would appear next to it. If some document was missing for any of these evaluations, I would receive a message that a hold had been placed on my application. I would then get in touch with my recruiter or the relevant desk at Peace Corps Headquarters to find out what I needed to do to clear up the hold.

  I was familiar with Peace Corps Headquarters, an imposing and highly secure building on 1111 20th Street, NW, Washington, DC. I attended several information events there and listened to many personal accounts of returned volunteers. I looked at them in admiration, longing for the opportunity to travel to an unknown country, live and work with members of a new culture, and make a difference in their lives. After each information event I became even more determined to complete the application process successfully and become a Peace Corps volunteer.

  Exactly two weeks after submitting my application, I received an email and a packet from Jason, the regional recruiter at the Peace Corps office, with detailed instructions on how to proceed to the next step, the interview. I had to fill two cards with my fingerprints at a local police station, sign a National Agency Check (NAC) form, obtain copies of my university degrees, certificates, and divorce decree, and make sure that the three required references had been submitted on my behalf. Once this paperwork was completed, I could call him to set up the interview.

  The NAC investigation, as explained in the packet, is meant to reveal if the applicant has been arrested, charged, cited, or convicted of any offense, including driving under the influence, or if the applicant is party to any civil suits or if there are any judgments pending against him or her. In addition, it has been the Peace Corps policy since its founding in 1961 by John F. Kennedy to exclude from its service any person who has been employed by an intelligence agency or engaged in the collection, dissemination, or analysis of intelligence information. I regarded the question “Have you ever been involved in intelligence activities?” as a standard one, much like “Have you ever used drugs or been treated for substance abuse?” Both of them were irrelevant to me and were answered with a resounding no. I was a law-abiding citizen and my life was an open book.

  I completed the required paperwork promptly and called Jason to set up my interview. It was scheduled for July 14 at 10:30 a.m. at the Peace Corps recruitment office in Arlington, Virginia. I had gone there once before to attend an information event. A curious incident had happened to me on that occasion. When I arrived in the lobby, a Peace Corps staff member asked me what I had come for. I replied laconically that I had been invited, meaning that I had been invited to the information event, but in Peace Corps lingo, “invited” means being formally asked, after having successfully completed all the stages in the application process, to serve as a volunteer. The staff member immediately congratulated me and inquired where I was assigned to serve. Realizing my mistake, I corrected myself and explained the reason for my arrival. Inwardly, I prayed that it would not be long before I would be “invited,” in Peace Corps lingo.

  I was anxious about the interview. An interview is a lot like a blind date. You worry about what to wear, what to say, and how to get the other party to talk while you take refuge in listening. To prepare myself, I spent hours browsing through the career section of a Barnes and Noble store and read several practical guides on how to interview for a job. As the interview date approached, my confidence and self-assurance grew. But on the day of the interview, I still couldn’t decide what to wear. I wanted to create a youthful impression, even though age was allegedly not a factor. After trying on several outfits, I chose a denim pants suit, tied my shoulder-length hair back in a ponytail, put light makeup on my face, and wore a simple pair of pearl earrings. My slender figure and chestnut-dyed hair helped to take a few years off my age.

  I took the Metro to Arlington, Virginia, got off at Rosslyn Metro Station, and started walking toward the Peace Corps recruitment office on 1525 Wilson Boulevard. It was a rainy day and despite my umbrella, my shoes got wet and my hair became frizzy from the humidity in the air. I quickened my pace, arriving breathless at my destination, and, after going through security check, asked the guard to inform Jason that I had come for my interview.

  A friendly guy in his late twenties, Jason’s calm demeanor immediately put me at ease. He asked many questions about my background and experiences. I told him about my exposure to four different cultures: I grew up in Israel, lived in the Netherlands for more than a decade, spent two summers in Cairo, Egypt, and had resided in Maryland for the past twenty years. I moved back and forth between Israeli, Arab, Dutch, and American cultures, speaking Hebrew, Arabic, Dutch, and English. He asked me to describe the challenges I had faced when I was in Cairo and the valuable lessons I had learned that would inform my Peace Corps service. I was happy to talk about my trips to Cairo, first in 1986 when I was a PhD candidate at Georgetown University’s Arabic department, and then in 1999 when I was a CASA III research fellow. On both occasions, I had followed a special program at the Arabic Language Institute of the American University in Cairo and had lived in the university dorms, first on Falaki Street in downtown Cairo and then in the suburb of Zamalek.

  During my stays in Cairo, I spent a great deal of time going to libraries and bookshops to collect material for my research projects. I walked many miles, climbed many dark staircases, waited endlessly in small and hot offices, and searched patiently through stacks of dusty books—all for the sake of locating a particular text or edition. Naturally, I had to rely on the assistance of bookshop clerks and librarians to find what I needed. They often told me to come back “tomorrow,” assuring me that they would have the book I asked for. I would hasten to return the next day, only to discover that “tomorrow” is a very vague and fluid concept, ranging from a couple of days to a couple of weeks and even to a couple of months—“Middle East time,” as the saying goes. I learned not to take the word “tomorrow” literally but loosely, and to be patient and flexible. You cannot live in Cairo and be under time pressure. The weather is extremely hot, the streets are extremely crowded, and the traffic is extremely slow. It’s futile to set deadlines.

  Every time I hailed a cab and asked the driver to take me to a certain address, he would automatically utter, “Inshallah” (“If God wills”). I would smile to myself and repeat softly, “Inshallah.” Then I would chat with him about small things, from the weather to the traffic to the popular song playing on the radio. Once, I had gotten into a cab and the driver kept strangely silent and didn’t utter the traditional phrase “Inshallah,” so I kept silent too. Then the weirdest thing happened: he got lost on the way and a ten-minute ride turned into a forty-five minute ride. When I finally arrived at my destination, I was terribly nauseous and late to my appointment. I thought to myself: If only we had said “Inshallah!”

  Prior to my stay in Cairo, I had never lived in a segregated society and never had to cope with limitations on my style of dress. I discovered that wearing modest attire—long sleeves, ankle-length skirts, and even a headscarf—actually protected me from the merciless rays of the sun and from mosquito bites. There was a practical and beneficial side to this dress code. I always covered my arms and legs, and the local people regarded me with approval.

  On my second stay in Cairo, I resided in a huge dorm building that was divided in two: one half comprised the women’s quarters and the other half the men’s. There were two separate entrances and elevators, one for women and one for men. Several doormen constantly watched these entrances and elevators to prevent people of the opposite sex from wandering in the wrong direction. In the beginning, I felt extremely uncomfortable being watched by these doormen and resented them. With time I discovered that because they barred men from entering the women’s quarters, we were safe. We could walk in shorts and nighties in the hallways and not have to worry that a man would pop out of nowhere and see us, attack us, or burglarize our rooms. I began to appreciate this living arrangement. I smiled at the doormen and exchanged pleasantries with them. They reciprocated with gestures of friendliness. Whenever I came with heavy grocery bags, they would help me carry them to the elevator and open and close the door for me. I felt secure and protected.

  One of the most valuable lessons that I had learned from my two summers in Cairo was to approach life with a sense of humor. It is an indispensable tool for coping with obstacles, disappointments, and adversities. The simple Egyptians I had interacted with, from doormen to clerks to shopkeepers, were always laughing and cracking jokes, even though the realities of their lives were harsh. Altogether, a sense of humor, resilience, self-reliance, and resourcefulness proved to be crucial qualities in my journeys across various countries and cultures, both as an individual and as a single parent.

  Jason seemed pleased with my answers. He was typing the entire interview on his computer. Right out of the blue, he asked if I was in a relationship. I was taken aback—it sounded like an intrusion into my private life. But he went on to explain that leaving a lonely boyfriend behind might interfere with a volunteer’s ability to concentrate on her work. I replied candidly that I was unattached. Then he posed the all-important question: “Where would you like to serve?” I responded that I was willing to go wherever the Peace Corps would send me. I knew from the various information events I had attended and the brochures I had read that the Peace Corps places a strong emphasis on an applicant’s flexibility and willingness to serve anywhere he or she is assigned. Jason checked which programs were available, taking into account their estimated dates of departure. “What do you think of university English teaching in Central Asia or Asia in June 2011?” he asked. “I would love to go to Asia,” I replied enthusiastically, thinking that China would be an amazing place for me to serve in, if I lucked out. Finally he said, “Do you have any questions? “Yes,” I said. “Are you a former Peace Corps volunteer?” He nodded, with a twinkle in his eye. “Can you tell me where you served and what it was like?” For a while, it was Jason who talked and I listened, mesmerized.

  I walked out of the Peace Corps office building with a spring in my step. It was still raining but I didn’t bother to open my umbrella. I didn’t care if I got wet or my hair became frizzy. I was beside myself with joy.

  That same day in the early afternoon, I received my nomination. It came in an email from Jason. The email read: “I am pleased to nominate you for the following Peace Corps assignment: University English Teaching, Central Asia/Asia, Estimated Date of Departure, June 2011.” The email further stated, “Please keep in mind that the program to which you were initially nominated may not be the program to which you are ultimately invited.” The rest of the email contained detailed instructions about the next steps in the application process, which included the medical, legal, suitability, and competitive reviews. I immediately sent Jason a thank-you note. He replied: “I do not usually respond to thank-you emails, although I always do appreciate them. After reviewing your file I was really looking forward to your interview and it was great to hear about your experiences and your unique background. It was a learning experience and one I’ll remember for sure . . . I hope the remainder of your application process goes smoothly and successfully.” This positive reinforcement enhanced my motivation and strengthened my determination to become a Peace Corps volunteer.

  I called my closest friend and confidant, Miri, a native-born Israeli like me who lived in the same community, and shared the good news. She was the only person who knew about my Peace Corps application. Early on I had decided not to tell anyone else about it. I didn’t want to hear critical and disparaging remarks like, “What? Are you crazy? At your age you want to live in the jungle and pee into a hole in the ground?” I had received this kind of reaction from one of the doctors I had asked to fill out a Peace Corps health form on my behalf; she was so negative and discouraging that I never visited her clinic again. I felt relaxed knowing that no one knew what I was up to, so no one could interfere with my plans. True, no one would be there to rejoice with me if I was accepted, but at the same time no one would gloat over me if I was rejected.

  A few days after my nomination, I received a package from the Peace Corps medical office outlining the requirements for physical, dental, and eye exams. As soon as I looked at it, I knew that this was the biggest hurdle that I would have to overcome to be eligible for Peace Corps service. In this respect, age is definitely a factor: older people have more health issues than their younger counterparts. I was overwhelmed by the number of medical tests that I was required to undergo: blood work; urinalysis; electrocardiogram; screening for HIV, hepatitis B, and colorectal cancer; physical exam; dental exam complete with a Panorex and four bitewing films; and eye exam complete with eye glasses prescription. I also had to provide the results of a recent pap smear, mammogram, bone density test, and a copy of my immunization history. Because I reported on my initial health status that I had experienced tinnitus (ringing in the ear) in the past, I was asked to take a new audiogram. The Peace Corps provides a small contribution toward medical expenses incurred during the medical qualification process. Any specialty evaluation, such as an audiogram, hepatology consultation, and titer tests (to determine immunity to a specific disease), were my own financial responsibility. With my high-deductible health insurance coverage, I ended up paying a substantial amount of money out of pocket for these tests. I believed that I was investing in myself and moving closer toward fulfilling my aspirations.

  Meanwhile, life went on and I had other commitments and obligations to attend to. Besides my teaching activities, I was working to meet two deadlines: to prepare an index for my new book and then to proofread the typeset pages. My publisher, the much-acclaimed Brill in Leiden, the Netherlands, wanted the book to be ready for the annual meetings and book fair of the Middle East Studies Association (MESA) in San Diego in mid-November 2010. It was a very hectic period, but I felt vibrant and productive. When the Jewish High Holidays arrived, I had completed this arduous task and was ready to join in the traditional celebrations with my congregation.

  As I had anticipated, I encountered problems in my medical evaluation. Titer tests do not distinguish between antibodies generated by vaccination and those generated by natural exposure to disease agents through infection. The results of the hepatitis B screening that I took showed that I was positive for hepatitis B core antibody and surface antibody. The nurse at the Peace Corps medical office insisted that I go to a specialist for further evaluation. I vaguely remembered that as a child growing up in Israel, I had received a series of vaccinations against diseases, including tuberculosis and smallpox, which were not administered in the United States or Europe, but I no longer possessed those records. I also remembered that before I had traveled to Egypt in 1986 and 1999, I had received some shots and boosters for polio, tetanus, and possibly also hepatitis, but I wasn’t sure. The only thing I was sure of was that I had never had hepatitis. Reluctantly, I made an appointment to see a digestive disease specialist, fully aware that this was a waste of my time and money. When the specialist saw the results of my blood work, she immediately ruled out the possibility that I was infected: my liver enzymes were normal. She also discounted the possibility that I had been vaccinated against the disease in Israel, saying that in those days Israeli children didn’t receive this type of vaccination. Her conclusion, as she wrote in a letter for the Peace Corps medical office, was unequivocal: “Dalya’s serologic pattern is consistent with old, resolved hepatitis B infection. She is immune to hepatitis B. I see no contraindication to her entering Peace Corps from a hepatic point of view.”

  Although this conclusion satisfied the Peace Corps medical office, it bothered me. I called Miri, who is a few years younger than me, and asked her, “Do you remember if we ever received a vaccination against hepatitis B during our childhood or youth in Israel?” “Of course we did,” she instantly replied. “When?” I asked, flabbergasted. “When we were drafted into the army,” she said. “Oh, my God,” I gasped. How could I have forgotten this? It was one of the obligatory shots that every new soldier in Israel Defense Forces received upon being drafted. I had served in the I.D.F. in the late 1960s. “I’d totally forgotten about this,” I said ruefully. “You can still call the Peace Corps medical office and tell them,” Miri said. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” I told her. “The subject is now closed.”

  The tuberculin skin test was also a problem. I always get a severe reaction to this test and a false positive because I received the BCG vaccine as a child. When I was a university student and later a teacher in the Netherlands, I had to have chest X-rays instead of a skin test to check if I was infected. But that was decades before. Now, at my age, I worried about unnecessary exposure to X-rays. I also worried that my G6PD enzyme deficiency, which prohibits me from taking sulfa drugs and antimalarial drugs such as quinine, would interfere with my eligibility to serve. I expressed my concerns to the Peace Corps physician who had given me a comprehensive physical exam and reviewed the results of my various tests. She calmed me down, stating that I was in a good shape.

  Roughly three months after I had received my medical package, I completed all the medical tests and submitted the results. I called the nurse at the Peace Corps medical office and asked her about the status of my medical review. “You’re good to go,” she announced cheerfully. “I’m going to give you the all clear.” Twenty-four hours later, I received a message that the status of my application had been updated. When I logged onto my account, I found a check mark next to the medical evaluation entry and the words: “Complete. Peace Corps has completed your medical review. There are no medical holds on your account at this time.”

  I was ecstatic. Now nothing could stop me from attaining my goal. The next review, the legal one, was a piece of cake. After all, I was a law-abiding citizen with a clean slate. I just needed to wait patiently for the process to run its course. In the meantime, I was as free as a bird. Why not take a trip to Israel to visit my family? I hadn’t seen them in a long time. My elderly mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and my brother had been battling leukemia for several years. I felt guilty for not going there sooner but I had been embroiled in an acrimonious divorce and when it was finally over, I needed to rearrange every aspect of my life anew.

  I had left Israel shortly before my twentieth birthday and had lived most of my adult life abroad. Over the years, I had lost contact with my childhood friends and my ties with my family had seen many ups and downs. In 1988 my father passed away, and after the first Persian Gulf War in 1991, my younger sister emigrated to Australia. Although my lifestyle, mentality, and values had been influenced by my lengthy exposures to Dutch and American cultures, I was still a Sabra at heart and missed the country of my origin. I booked a flight leaving for Israel in mid-December 2010, and returning to the United States in the first week of January 2011. My older sister, Susan, invited me to stay with her in her apartment rather than in a hotel, and I readily accepted. I was now single and felt like being in the bosom of my family, so to speak.

  As usual, the trip was grueling. There is no direct flight from Washington, DC to Tel Aviv, so I first flew to New York City, a leg that took five hours because of a long layover, and from there I continued with El Al Airline to Tel Aviv, a twelve-hour nonstop flight. By the time I reached my destination, I had been on the road for almost twenty hours. These arduous flights were the main reason that my visits to Israel were few and far between.

  My sister Susan lived with her husband and adult son in Rishon Lezion. She looked after our widowed mother, who lived a short distance away in a small apartment of her own, with a Filipino maid. At the age of eighty-four, our mother was frail and her memory was fading. She knew who I was because they had prepared her for my visit and had shown her my pictures. It saddened me to see the decline in her cognitive and physical functioning. Susan called her daily to ask how she was doing, took her to the doctors, and supervised the maid. I visited our mother several times and stayed with her when the maid had a couple of days off. She had moments of clarity that appeared and disappeared like fireflies, briefly illuminating the darkness of her mind. In those rare moments, I had unforgettable snippets of conversation with her. She told me why she was afraid of the night: when she went to bed she would see her whole life pass before her eyes like a movie. She also told me why, at the age of sixteen, she had left her parents’ home in Baghdad and came to Israel all by herself: she wanted to be free of paternal control and shape her own destiny. It was back in 1942, when Israel was not even established as a state yet. I knew all that—I had heard the story many times in my youth. I admired my mother for her courage and was filled with compassion for her. She had no idea that I had dedicated my new book, Mothers and Daughters in Arab Women’s Literature: The Family Frontier, to her and that I had published it under my maiden name in honor of both of my parents.

  If my mother’s condition was depressing, my brother’s condition was alarming. The chemotherapy treatment that he had received over the past four years had failed and he needed a bone marrow transplant. The year before, his daughter—and only child—had been diagnosed with an extremely aggressive breast cancer that had spread to her vital organs. She had been in the prime of her life and the mother of two teenage daughters. It was a terrible blow and a huge tragedy. My brother’s wife was an Ashkenazi Jew and her family had a high incidence of breast cancer. Both her mother and her sister were stricken with this disease, although at a much older age. As for my brother, I believed that the radiation treatment that he had received as an adolescent to remove a keloid scar just below his neck had something to do with his leukemia. But the records pertaining to this radiation treatment, which was done in Israel in the early 1960s, no longer existed and so this potential link could not be investigated.

  Despite his overwhelming problems, my brother, Shimon, took the time to meet with me twice, once in his apartment in Kiryat Uno and once in a restaurant in Caesarea. A mechanical engineer by training with a successful career behind him, he was now retired. He was a handsome man with a full head of shiny black hair and a youthful appearance, just one year my senior. Kindhearted and caring, even when he was going through his darkest moments, he still lent me an ear and offered whatever advice he could with regard to my marital crisis. Now he looked somber, with deep sadness in his eyes. He chatted with me all evening but his expression remained clouded with worry. I didn’t dare ask about his daughter, Inbal. I knew that he was taking care of her and her two girls—his granddaughters—full time so that her husband could continue to work. Inbal refused to let anyone see her in the final stage of her battle with cancer. She wanted to be remembered as she once was: beautiful, vivacious, and full of the joy of life. My heart went out to my brother. Inwardly, I kept asking: Why do bad things happen to good people? As we hugged and said goodbye, I wondered if I would see him again. This frightening thought had never occurred to me before.

  During my stay in Israel, I had limited access to the Internet. I checked my email account occasionally to see if there was any message from the Peace Corps. There was none. I had a lot of free time on my hands, so I decided to reconnect with some old friends. First, I called my high school friend, Varda, and arranged to meet with her. It was a pleasant meeting and we had a great time reminiscing about the past and updating each other on what had happened in our lives. She told me that her brother and both of her parents were now deceased and that her two adopted children were doing well. I told her the sordid tale of the betrayal and double life of the man I was married to for many years. She was shocked to hear that I got divorced so late in life, saying that I had a lot of courage to go it alone at my age. Deep down, I wondered if it was courage—or fear. Fear for my life, fear for my sanity, fear for my dignity. Then this friend, a clinical psychologist by profession, confided in me that she suffered from bouts of depression and that sometimes she couldn’t bring herself to get out of bed. I wondered what was troubling her. She had married well to a guy who adored her and was wealthy—by local standards. Was it because she couldn’t bear children? Because she wasn’t a great beauty? Childbearing is overrated, and beauty is in the eye of the beholder. She was endowed with a brilliant mind and a great personality. I liked her a lot and didn’t want to pry into her soul. Perhaps she would find it easier to express herself in writing. We exchanged email addresses and promised to correspond. To my astonishment, she didn’t have her own email address but shared a joint one with her husband. “We have no secrets from each other,” she declared, grinning widely. I wondered how her friends could write to her about personal matters, knowing that everything passed through her husband’s eyes, or how she herself could write personal letters to her friends, knowing that her husband would see them. I assumed that this would lead to a sanitized and superficial correspondence that would eventually become meaningless and fizzle out. But why jump to conclusions? Time would tell. We hugged each other warmly and said goodbye.

  My meeting with another longtime friend, Dalia, was equally pleasant. I shared the same first name with her, spelled slightly differently. It was a popular name for girls of our generation in Israel. When I had last visited her, she was the mother of four children; now she told me that she had become the proud grandmother of six grandchildren! She, too, was shocked to hear about my late divorce. She said that I should consider moving back to Israel where I would not feel lonely. I thought of the famous saying “Wherever you go, there you are” of the wise philosopher Confucius. Loneliness was ingrained in my character and it followed me around like a shadow. Still, I appreciated Dalia’s concern and good intentions. I knew for certain that if I called on her, she would do everything she could to help me.

  I enjoyed traveling around the country and seeing its beautiful sights. I wandered about the Old City of Jerusalem, where I visited the Western Wall, the Temple Mount tunnel, the Jewish Quarter, and the Arab bazaar. I roamed the flea market of Jaffa and walked along the charming Tel Aviv promenade, which runs along the Mediterranean seashore. I was amazed by the country’s phenomenal pace of development: fast highways, new shopping centers and residential areas, and new businesses and commercial districts. The signs of affluence were visible everywhere, in the cars that crowded the streets, in the shops that offered all kinds of consumer goods, and in the cafés and restaurants that were packed full with people.

  At that time, a terrible fire broke out on Mount Carmel in Haifa, destroying thousands of acres of trees and claiming the lives of more than thirty police officers who were trapped on the bus that was sent to help evacuate residents from the area. There was a huge public outcry and finger pointing. As I read the daily newspapers and watched the news on television, I realized how complex Israeli society was. On the one hand, it was highly successful in developing a thriving democracy, a sophisticated technology, and a vibrant cultural life. On the other hand, it was confronted with continuous social and political problems and never-ending security problems. At age sixty-two, Israel still faced formidable challenges.

  The date of my departure finally arrived. I hugged my sister and thanked her for her hospitality, aware that many expectations and assumptions that we had about each other had been irrevocably shattered on this visit. As I sat in the cab that took me to Tel Aviv Ben Gurion International Airport, I prepared myself mentally for the grueling trip ahead. The airport was crowded with travelers, and so was the plane. I endured some twenty hours of sleep deprivation and physical discomfort until I finally landed at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, where I took a cab to my home in Potomac, Maryland. The cab glided silently through the traffic—or so it seemed after having traveled on Israel’s noisy and bumpy buses for the last couple of weeks. When we reached my neighborhood, I noticed that many houses still had Christmas decorations on their façades and that the ground was covered with snow. I loved the open spaces of my neighborhood, nestled around the Avenel golf course; it is a peaceful area surrounded by woods, ponds, parks, and pathways for walking. I was happy to come home and resume my normal activities.

  After a day’s rest, I checked the status of my Peace Corps application. When I logged onto my account, I discovered that there was a hold on my legal evaluation. It must have been placed there while I was out of the country. I immediately called the Education Desk at the Peace Corps office to find out the reason for this hold and how to clear it up. I was told to get in touch with Torrey, the Peace Corps placement eligibility specialist. Torrey wanted a copy of my divorce agreement and documentation showing that I had enough funds to meet my mortgage payments during my absence. I felt that the demand to see my divorce agreement was an intrusion into my private life. What did it have to do with Peace Corps service? But Torrey insisted that I submit it along with statements of my bank account showing income and monthly deductions. Without these documents she could not grant me legal clearance and my application process would come to a halt. I reluctantly complied with her demands, worrying about the potential backlash that these documents could spark.

  January 2011 was a sad time in the life of my family. First, I was informed that my brother had suffered a relapse of his disease. He was in need of a stem cell transplant, and I was asked by his hematologist to take a serology test to determine if I was a suitable donor. Immediately, I visited my primary care physician to undergo a blood test and emailed my brother to tell him that the results would be available within a few days. Then the second blow came. On January 23, I received a message from my brother, saying, “Shalom Dalya. Sorry to tell you. Inbal is not with us anymore. Love, Shimon.” My niece had succumbed to her disease and had passed away at the age of forty. It was a terrible loss. My brother had only one child, this daughter—kivsat harash.1 How could he be consoled? His two granddaughters, now motherless, would have to be under constant medical supervision to safeguard their health. I called my brother and sister-in-law and expressed my heartfelt condolences on their daughter’s untimely passing. My brother said to me plainly, “We will never get over this loss.” It pained me to hear him utter these words. He had always been a model of courage and perseverance for me. Now he sounded like he was in the depths of despair.

  My communications with Torrey stretched out over six weeks. Finally, in mid-February, I received the long-awaited message that the status of my application had been updated. My Peace Corps account showed that the legal hold had been removed and that all evaluation entries had a check mark next to them. My application process was complete! It was a moment of sheer exhilaration. But I couldn’t sit back and relax—there was still a lot of work to do. That same day the Peace Corps office requested that I fill out a skill addendum, focusing on my experience in teaching English as a foreign language, and mail them copies of my diplomas. Shortly afterward I was asked to describe how I had been preparing for Peace Corps service, what my expectations of Peace Corps service were, how my family and friends felt about my decision to serve, and how I felt about separating from them for twenty-seven months (three months of pre-service training and twenty-four months of service). These were all repetitive questions that I had already answered before in my application essays and at my interview. Nevertheless I answered them fully and promptly.

  On March 18, a Peace Corps placement and assessment specialist named Christa informed me that the program I was originally nominated for—university English teaching in Central Asia/Asia, departing in June 2011—had closed. She was now considering me for teacher trainer placement in the North Africa/Middle East region, departing in October 2011. Would I be available for this departure date? I was quite disappointed by this news. I had looked forward to departing in June and this meant a long delay—an additional five months of waiting. Besides, I felt “saturated” with Arab culture. What more could I learn about it that I didn’t already know? After all, it had been the focus of my work for more than twenty years. I was eager to learn a wholly new language and integrate into a wholly new culture. The Peace Corps was active only in one country in North Africa—Morocco—and one country in the Middle East—Jordan. I didn’t speak the Moroccan dialect; it is difficult and different from the Egyptian or Levantine dialects. As for Jordan, it has a huge Palestinian population. How would they look at me, a Sabra, with a distinct Hebrew accent? But why worry? There is a peace treaty between Jordan and Israel. Had I not spent two summers in Egypt all by myself and loved it? Had I not enjoyed my trip to Morocco, visiting Fez, the Atlas Mountains, Rabat, and Casablanca? Had I not been impressed by my journey to Tunisia, where I had watched female police officers direct traffic in the streets of the capital city and heard the local people spontaneously alternate between French and Arabic in their speech? Perhaps it would be an exceptional learning experience to live for two years in an Arab country and get a “view from within” of their culture and society. Indeed, it could be the culmination of my scholarly career. Most importantly, saying yes to a placement in the North Africa/Middle East region would show flexibility on my part, a quality that the Peace Corps emphasizes as the key to effective service. With this thought uppermost in my mind, I answered Christa that I would be available for Peace Corps placement in the North Africa/Middle East region, departing in October 2011. A few days later, on March 22, I received her reply: “Thanks for your email. Because we work in quarters, I’m not able to move forward with sending an invitation for the program departing in October. I plan on sending an invitation to you for this particular program in April, when the fall quarter begins.”

  During the long waiting period, I carried on with various activities. I taught English to Russian immigrants at Gateways, took a refresher course in French at Montgomery College to prepare for the scenario that I would be placed in Morocco, and worked assiduously on the second volume of my research project into Arab family life, with a focus on fathers and sons. I had begun this work several years before, and the success of the first volume, which was devoted to Arab mothers and daughters, had given me a lot of impetus to complete it.

  The year 2011 marked the Peace Corps fiftieth anniversary. In connection with its golden jubilee celebration, I was invited to an event titled “Recognizing Our Future Volunteers—A Special Evening for Applicants, Friends, and Family,” to be held on April 12 at Peace Corps Headquarters in Washington, DC. I had participated in several such events before and knew what to expect: we would hear inspirational stories from former volunteers and join in the sendoff of future volunteers. Would I be one of them? That evening, I was filled with nervous anticipation. I took the Metro to downtown DC, got off at Farragut North, and walked to Peace Corps Headquarters on 20th Street. When I arrived, the social hall was already teeming with applicants and guests. I sat close to the podium and chatted with my neighbors until the program began. We watched documentaries about Peace Corps service around the world and listened to a number of speeches by dignitaries and returned volunteers. Then the moment arrived when “invitations” to serve in the Peace Corps were officially presented to those who had successfully completed the application process. It was a simple ceremony: an applicant’s name was read out loud; the applicant approached the podium and received from the presiding officer a blue packet with the words “Peace Corps invites you to serve” written on it; the applicant opened it in front of the gathering and announced the name of the country of his or her assignment. When my name was called out, I leapt from my seat and rushed to the podium to receive the blue packet, my heart pounding with excitement. I opened the flap of the packet and tried to pull out the little booklet inside called “Your Assignment.” Perhaps because the packet was overstuffed or perhaps because I was nervous, I couldn’t pull it out. There was a moment of silence while everyone watched me in suspense. Finally, I managed to extricate the booklet out of the packet. I glanced quickly at the country’s name and announced to the entire gathering, “Jordan.”

  I was surprised—and at the same time I wasn’t surprised. I had specified the Middle East as one of my areas of interest, had enthusiastically accepted a nomination in Central Asia/Asia, and was ultimately assigned to Jordan, just across the border from Israel. What a fluke! I vaguely remembered reading in one of the booklets that the Peace Corps doesn’t like to assign volunteers to or near a country where they have family. Hadn’t the various Peace Corps officers and desk specialists who handled my application read in my resume that I was born and raised in Israel? Could this placement be an oversight on their part? But why worry? I told myself: “Surely the Peace Corps staff know what they are doing. They have been assigning volunteers all over the world for years. I must trust their judgment and accept this assignment.” In fact, it would allow me to enjoy the best of both worlds: to serve in Jordan and to visit my family in Israel.

  After the ceremony, we had some time to mingle with members of the Peace Corps staff, all of them strikingly young, perhaps in their mid- to late-twenties. I ran into Christa, who offered me her warm congratulations. I asked her what had happened with my original nomination to Central Asia/Asia. She replied that a lot of factors go into the picture when selecting a placement for a volunteer, among them the availability of medical facilities in the country of service in case of an emergency, and this was a consideration in my case. Her explanation sounded lame to me. First, I was in good health. Second, the Peace Corps was active in many other countries with excellent medical facilities. Suddenly her young age bothered me. I wondered if she possessed enough knowledge and understanding to assign a person of my background to Jordan. Was she familiar with the modern history of the Middle East? With the Arab-Israeli conflict? With the overwhelming percentage of Palestinians in Jordan’s population?

  I went home and called Miri to tell her the news. She wasn’t the least bit enthused. She thought it was dangerous for me to go to Jordan because of my identity. I argued that I should trust the Peace Corps; if they assigned me to Jordan they knew what they were doing. She said, “If you want so much to live among Arabs, why don’t you go to Israel and live among the Bedouins in the Negev or the Druz in the Upper Galilee?” I disagreed. “It’s not the same. These Arabs live under Israeli rule. They are Israeli Arabs. I want the total Arab experience, that is, to live among Arabs in an Arab country under Arab rule.” She was strongly opposed to the idea. “Why are you so worried?” I asked. “After all, I’ve spent two summers by myself in Egypt, and I’ve been to Morocco and Tunisia.” She was still not swayed. “You forget that 60 percent of the population in Jordan is Palestinian. That’s a big difference. And there have been terrible hotel bombings in Amman in 2005 by al-Qaeda-affiliated terrorists.”

  I looked up the history of the Peace Corps in Jordan. The agency began to operate there in 1997, following discussions between the late King Hussein and former President Clinton. American-born Queen Noor was instrumental in establishing this relationship. Due to security concerns, the Peace Corps suspended its program and withdrew the volunteers in November 2002. Two years later, in 2004, the Peace Corps resumed its activities in Jordan, sending English teachers (J7), followed by special education and youth development volunteers (J8), for assignments in underserved schools and centers. In July 2005, volunteers in all three sectors arrived together as one group (J9). I would be a member of the J15 group in the landmark year in which the Peace Corps was celebrating its fiftieth anniversary.

  After pondering long and hard about my assignment, I came to the conclusion that it was a matter of trust. If I trusted the Peace Corps, then I should accept their assignment. If I didn’t trust the Peace Corps, then why in the world had I applied to them for volunteer work? Two days later I informed the Peace Corps Education Desk that I accepted their assignment to serve in Jordan. Within twenty-four hours I got a message that the status of my application had been updated. When I logged onto my account, I found a check mark next to the entry “Invitation” and the words: “Congratulations! You have accepted your invitation to serve in Jordan. You will soon be receiving additional information from your country desk, the travel office, and the office of staging about preparing for service.” I felt a glow of satisfaction as I read those words. Here I was, nine months after submitting my application, seeing the fruits of my labor. I had put my heart and soul into this application and each hurdle that I had faced on the road had pushed me to work harder and harder. I felt that I had grown in the process and become more resilient.

  But I couldn’t sit back and relax. There was a constant flow of requests coming from the Peace Corps office. I had to send an updated resume and aspiration statement to the Peace Corps staff in Jordan because none of my application materials was sent overseas. I had to fill out several surveys, passport and visa related forms, and life insurance and personal possessions insurance forms. Finally, I had to prepare for the pre-departure orientation, referred to as “staging” in Peace Corps lingo.

  My departure date was set for October 21, six months away. From now on I had to manage my time carefully so that all my affairs would be in order before I left. My primary objective was to complete the second volume of my research project into Arab family life and send the manuscript to prospective publishers. My secondary objective was to prepare my townhouse for my long absence. I installed new smoke and gas detectors, tiled two terraces, sealed the driveway, and did some exterior painting. These were costly but much needed maintenance activities.

  In late July, my brother’s condition deteriorated. He was waiting for an isolation unit in the hemato-oncology division at Beilinson Hospital in Petakh Tikva to become available so that he could be admitted and receive the bone marrow transplant. Although all of us, his three sisters, were found to be suitable donors, his doctor chose my sister who lived in Australia to be the donor simply on the basis of age: at fifty, she was the youngest among us. We were all waiting anxiously for news. On August 7, my brother informed me by email that he was finally admitted to the hospital. The procedure would take thirty days; the first step would be chemotherapy treatment to suppress his immune system, and then the stem cell transplant would take place. On August 22, he wrote to me that he was six days after the transplant and that his immune system was close to zero. It would take three weeks until his system could produce new white blood cells. After that, his messages became sporadic and I communicated mostly by phone with his wife, who stayed at his bedside day and night. In mid-September, I tried to call her as usual but she didn’t answer. I tried my brother’s cell phone number, but received no answer either. Finally I tried their apartment phone number, expecting no one to pick up. By an amazing stroke of luck, my brother answered the phone. It was pure joy to hear his voice and speak with him directly. He said that he was allowed to go home and had just been released from the hospital. For a few blessed days everything seemed to be under control—he was feeling well enough to cook a meal for his granddaughters and even drive his car. By the time the Jewish High Holidays had arrived, he had started experiencing high fever, severe stomach pain, and diarrhea. I called to wish him the best for the Jewish New Year, only to hear from his wife that he was back in the hospital. On September 30, the second day of Rosh Hashanah festival, I received a sad email from him, saying, “I am still in the hospital, under the hands of the doctor, getting antibiotics and blood transfusion, till now no improvement. Love, Shimon.” This was the last written message that I would ever receive from my brother. From that point on, he stopped answering my emails and phone calls, and my contact with him was solely through his wife.

  Graft-versus-host disease (GVHD), a complication that can occur after a stem cell or bone marrow transplant, is a condition in which the newly transplanted material attacks the recipient’s body. The difference between the donor’s cells and the recipient’s tissues often causes T cells (a type of white blood cells) from the donor to recognize the recipient’s body tissue as foreign. When this happens, the newly transplanted cells attack the recipient’s body. Acute GVHD usually happens within the first three months after the transplant. Chronic GVHD usually starts more than three months after the transplant and can last a lifetime. Rates of GVHD vary from between 30–40 percent among related donors and recipients to 60–80 percent between unrelated donors and recipients. My brother’s situation was further complicated by his heart condition: fifteen years earlier he had undergone open heart surgery to fix a rare heart valve problem and subsequently had a pacemaker implanted in his chest to regulate the rhythm of his heart. The prognosis of beating GVHD depends on the severity of the condition. While some cases of GVHD can lead to death, many cases, whether acute or chronic, can be treated successfully. Successful treatment of GVHD does not guarantee that the transplant itself will succeed in treating the original disease. In my brother’s case, the transplanted stem cells succeeded in treating his blood cancer but then they turned against his body, causing severe damage to his lungs, liver, and digestive tract. I knew none of these grim facts at that time. Only after the complications had started to emerge, did I learn all this information.

  When October came and my brother’s condition had still not improved, I felt conflicted about leaving for Jordan. I wanted to go to Israel instead, to see my brother. When my departure date was moved up by a few days, I thought that if I left as planned, I would already place myself across the Atlantic Ocean, in the Middle East, within a short distance from Israel. There were daily flights from Amman to Tel Aviv and the flight duration was merely half an hour. I could easily arrange to fly over to see him. I had no doubt that the Peace Corps would allow me to do so.

  As I carried on with the preparations for my departure, the issue of my Jewish identity suddenly came up. A few days before I was scheduled to leave, I received a phone call from the then-Peace Corps country director in Jordan, Alex Boston. After exchanging pleasantries, he went straight to the point. “Cohen is an easily recognizable Jewish name,” he said. “Jordan is an Arab Muslim country. Perhaps you would feel more comfortable using another name.” Surprised, I said, “Cohen is my married name. I’m now divorced and I don’t mind changing it, but this is a lengthy process which can’t be completed in time for my departure.” He said, “You don’t need to do this legally. You can keep your last name on your passport but use a different name, perhaps your middle name or maiden name, when you introduce yourself to your Jordanian host family, to members of your Jordanian host community, and to teachers and students at the Jordanian school to which you will be assigned. We have several volunteers who have done this in the past.” I had no idea that adopting another name was an option. “I don’t have a middle name,” I said. “And my maiden name, Abudi, can mislead my host family into thinking that I am an Arab. This would put me in an untenable position. Let me think of another, neutral name. When do you need to have it?” “When you arrive in Amman for your pre-service training orientation,” he replied.

  As soon as I got off the phone, I started looking for a substitute for my last name. I went online and searched various sites for popular last names but none of them appealed to me. I wanted a name that would mean something to me and at the same time disguise my identity. My pen name on my books was Cohen-Mor. Sometimes I abbreviated it to C. Mor. What about joining the two together and changing the spelling slightly, like Seymour or Seymore? Seymour is an old English name, and Seymore a variant spelling of it. Dalya Seymore. Yes, this sounded okay to me. I would recognize this name if someone called it out and could relate to it.

  The remaining days before my departure were hectic. I contacted Verizon and requested to disconnect the telephone, television, and Internet services to my home. I prepared my car for long-term parking and gave a set of my house keys to my trusted friend, Miri. I packed, unpacked, and repacked two medium-size suitcases, a carry-on bag, a laptop bag, and a handbag. Peace Corps reporting instructions included paid transportation by train from Washington, DC to Philadelphia, where the departure orientation was set up. I realized that I wouldn’t be able to handle all the pieces of my luggage by myself while changing from cab to train to cab and arranged for a taxi ride, at my own expense, from my home straight to my destination in Philadelphia.

  At long last—almost a year and a half after submitting my application—the day I had been eagerly awaiting had arrived. I was about to begin my journey in answer to the challenge, “Life is calling. How far will you go?” I was brimming with anticipation and excitement.


  3. STAGING

  IN THE EARLY HOURS OF TUESDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 18, I climbed into the back of a Barwood cab and began the three hour ride from Potomac to Philadelphia, where the so-called “staging” or departure orientation was set up. We were instructed to check into the Hampton Inn–Center City, where the Peace Corps office had made reservations for the entire J15 group. The staging, as the reporting instructions stated, was meant to offer the volunteers a chance to meet each other, review important policies and procedures, and complete various registration forms. Then we would receive our Peace Corps passports and airline tickets and fly together to Jordan.

  There was little traffic on the road and the ride went without a hitch. I arrived at the Hampton Inn in good time and checked in quickly. The bellboy helped me carry my luggage to a modest double bedroom on the upper floor. After organizing my stuff, I changed from my travel clothes into business casual attire, as required, and settled into a chair to eat an apple. Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to a middle-aged woman with a shock of white hair. “I’m Lora, your roommate,” she said. “I’m Dalya,” I replied, and held out my hand to shake hers. I helped her bring her bags into the room and then we sat opposite each other on our beds and started to chat.

  Lora was a special education teacher from Florida. A fair-skinned, blue-eyed, single woman who had raised her two children by herself after her divorce, she was looking for something new and exciting to do now that they were both adults. She had gotten the idea of serving in the Peace Corps from her daughter, who had been a Peace Corps volunteer a couple of years before and had loved it. Lora was fifty years old but her white hair, which she wore loose around her shoulders, made her look older. I took an instant liking to her, feeling reassured by the fact that she was an older volunteer, like me. I told her that I was single too but didn’t mention my recent divorce. I decided in advance that I would keep my personal life private. I also decided not to mention that I was born and raised in Israel, preferring to say instead that I was from the Netherlands. I felt safer this way. Israel does not fare well in world public opinion and many people harbor anti-Israeli sentiments. By contrast, the Netherlands is a neutral country that no one has issues with—even Arabs. I had lived in the Netherlands for many years and it was easy for me to adopt it as my background. I didn’t worry about my Hebrew accent—I could say that it was Dutch. During the many years that I had lived in the United States, I discovered that Americans cannot guess the country of my origin by my accent. The reason is that most Americans don’t speak Hebrew, or Dutch, or any other foreign language for that matter. I was confident that no one would discover my secret.

  After chatting for a while, we went downstairs to the lobby and headed for the conference room to meet the rest of the J15 group. The schedule that we had received prior to our arrival outlined the activities for the day. First, we would go through official registration as Peace Corps volunteers, which meant more forms to fill out. Then we would receive our Peace Corps passports, airline tickets, and a small allowance to cover our meals and travel expenses. We pinned our nametags to the lapels of our jackets to facilitate the process of getting to know each other, and began to mingle. I discovered that J15 was a fairly large group of thirty-eight volunteers from across the United States, most of them in their early to late twenties. There were three African Americans, three Hispanic Americans, two Asian Americans, one Arab American, and one Sabra—me. One volunteer stood out: a gray-haired man in his early seventies who wore a big silver hoop earring on the right side. I wondered whether he had familiarized himself with the values of traditional Arab culture. Didn’t he know that in this conservative society such an ornament—and statement—was totally unacceptable? I had no doubt that he would be told to take the earring off on arrival in Jordan.
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