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For Marilyn





A note about names



Formal Palestinian names have four parts: first name, father’s name, grandfather’s name, and family name. In official situations, a person might be called by two, three, or all four names. Once someone has a son, they are known by the title Abu (father) or Um (mother) and the name of the eldest son. Using the honorific is a sign of both respect and affection. Typically, family members and childhood friends call one another by their first names, and everyone else uses the honorific Abu or Um. When I was a human rights monitor in Salfit, we spent a fair amount of our time asking, “Which Um Mohammed do you mean?” and the person might say, “Nawal Um Mohammed,” meaning her first name was Nawal, or they might say, “Um Mohammed who lives near the school.”


Israelis generally use first names in every situation. Even Palestinians call Israeli police or army commanders by their first names most of the time. This informality does not connote friendship.


The glossary at the end of the book contains most of the Hebrew and Arabic terms I used, as well as a few cultural references that might require clarification.





Chapter 1



March, 2006


“Rania in prison.”


Tina’s text caught Chloe in mid-glide. She looked around at the skaters, volleyball players, jamming musicians, couples walking with kids licking ice cream cones in their strollers. It was the first clear Sunday in weeks. Golden Gate Park was packed with people thronging to the azalea gardens and the arboretum. A minute ago, she had felt in sync with them all. Suddenly, she was on a different planet. She spun around on her rollerblades and took the hills as fast as her forty-year-old legs would carry her.


Barely a week later, she watched the ground come closer and closer as the plane circled over Ben Gurion Airport. She felt each successively smaller circle gnawing its way into the pit of her stomach. This is a mistake, her brain whispered. They’ll never let you in. You should have gone over land, from Jordan or Egypt. Then when they refused you entry, you would have been nearby; maybe you could have appealed, tried again. But, in reality, fifteen miles might as well be fifteen thousand when the Israeli border stood in your way. If she was going to get sent home, she would rather the rendering be swift and brutal. The doors were opening now, and the impatient passengers were shoving toward the steep stairs leading to the tarmac. She let everyone go ahead of her. At least she could give herself a few more minutes.


She parked herself in the mob under the All Others sign and waited, practicing her lines over and over. To her right, Israeli passport holders breezed through the turnstile, joking with the passport control officers in Hebrew.


To distract herself, she imagined Tina pacing around the huge airport lobby, waiting for Chloe to emerge from the secured area. Since getting the news about Rania’s arrest, Chloe had been so obsessed with getting her friend out of prison, she had not really considered that she would also be renewing her relationship with Tina. What should her first words be? Would they even still like each other? Theirs had been a whirlwind courtship in the context of a big adventure which had ultimately forced Chloe to leave Palestine. They had spent fewer than ten days in each other’s arms, though the intensity had made it seem much longer. Not much to base a relationship on. But Tina had encouraged her to come, so that had to mean something.


To her left, a motley mix of women who resembled her mother and kids who resembled her camp counselors danced a hora under a sign reading Welcome New Olim. The Olim, Jews coming to claim the birthright of Israeli citizenship bequeathed to them by Israeli law and the United Nations, stood in the center of the circle, clutching pet carriers and household appliances and looking shell-shocked.


She felt a moment of envy, which she quickly stowed in a tightly locked closet in her mind. Even now, despite all that had happened, if she told the immigration officer she wanted to immigrate to Israel—to “make Aliyah,” they would whisk her off to a special area reserved for Jews “returning” and help her sign up for government-paid Hebrew classes. In junior high school, she had imagined doing it. She had pictured herself strong in olive fatigues, an Uzi slung over her shoulder, like the two soldier girls just now strolling past her, laughing. She thought one of them glanced her way.


Chloe took deep breaths, or tried to. She should have brought a fashion magazine, as a friend had suggested, to make herself seem harmless. Like that would help. There were agents everywhere whose job was to watch out for people just like her, people who were not what they seemed.


What she seemed to be was a middle-aged American with an unmistakably Jewish countenance and wild dark curls flecked with gray. She wore jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt, like 80 percent of the others in this line. Hers clung to her zaftig middle, creating dark patches where tension was making her sweat. She wished she had a hair dryer, but of course she hadn’t even packed one.


She made a game of distinguishing all the languages her fellow tourists were speaking. She picked out snatches of conversation in French, German, and languages she didn’t recognize, probably Dutch, Polish, Serbian. Directly in front of her, a group of Christian pilgrims joked in German, all tall, rugged blondness, the crosses around their necks mildly clashing with their grunged-out clothing. If she got in, she would no doubt run into them in the Old City, eating hummus at Abu Shukri’s famous shop.


In front of the pilgrims was a South Asian Muslim family, the woman in a lavender headscarf, the father with a long, black beard and white cap. Chloe guessed they were Indian, and the Indian government was a close ally of Israel, so maybe that would help them, but she predicted they would be in for some rigorous questioning. She examined the three children, the oldest not more than five, dancing and hopping around while their mother tried to contain them by clinging to their hands. How would they hold up under the interrogation of the airport authority? she wondered. And if they were taken aside for questioning and background checks, would that help or hurt her own chances? Was there a quota of harassment they had to meet every day? A limited number of people available to conduct strip searches and other invasive procedures? She had no idea. She silently apologized to the Indian family—if that’s what they were—for hoping that they would occupy the suspicious slot for this line.


Her turn finally came to walk up to the counter. She watched the Muslim family be herded through an iron door, flanked by two police, one male and one female. One of the kids turned to look back, her pigtails flying out around her head. The policewoman gently but firmly prodded her toward the invisible back room.


Chloe’s legs would hardly hold her up. She braced a knee against the bottom of the counter, so the young woman behind it would not see her shaking. She leaned over slightly to make sure the Star of David around her neck dangled into the clerk’s line of sight.


“What is the purpose of your trip?” asked the young woman, between chews of gum.


“Visiting friends and family,” Chloe replied. Her eyes burned as she tried to keep them from shifting away.


“Family? What family do you have here?”


What should she say? She couldn’t name the second cousins she had never even met. The people she considered family were not going to do her any good in this encounter.


“My cousin Nehama,” she said. “In Givatayim.”


She should have called Nehama and made a plan to say they were cousins. The older woman would surely have agreed. What else had she neglected to do? She had been half-crazed, worrying about Rania, dreaming of Palestine; she had barely gotten it together to find someone to take care of her cat.


As long as the agent didn’t ask for Nehama’s phone number, it would be okay. If Chloe got to make the call herself, her friend would back her up.


“Nehama what? Her name is Rubin also?”


“No, it’s Weiss. She’s my mother’s first cousin.” Might as well lay it on.


“Where does she live?”


“I told you, Givatayim. It’s a suburb of Tel Aviv.” Of course the woman knew where Givatayim was. She was just testing, to see if Chloe would crack.


“What street?”


“Keren Kayemet.”


The young woman chomped noisily on her gum. She swiped the passport’s magnetic stripe through the machine, and they both waited impatiently. A flood of information splashed across the blue screen. Chloe couldn’t see it, but she imagined she knew what it said, chronicling the trouble she had caused for the Israeli military last time she was here. The woman made faces at it, her hand hovering over the telephone to her right. This is it, Chloe thought. She was going to call the police to come get Chloe and take her into that back room. Chloe instinctively took hold of the Star of David, rubbed it a little for luck. The young woman took her hand off the phone and held the passport with both hands in front of her face.


“How long do you plan to stay?”


“At least until Pesach.”


The woman lowered the passport and studied Chloe’s face. Chloe concentrated on appearing as middle-aged and nonthreatening as she possibly could. She wished she had gum, so she could chomp like the agent was doing.


Stamp, stamp, stamp. The agent’s hand moved rapidly, and now she was holding the passport out to Chloe to take. Improbable as it seemed, her use of the Hebrew name for the Jewish holiday of Passover, coming up in four weeks, had worked like a secret handshake. She was in. Chloe walked away, mentally shaking her head over her dumb luck. In minutes, she was holding Tina’s long, lithe body in her arms, burying her nose in her lover’s neck.
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Rania perched on one end of the narrow cot and concentrated on carving into the plaster wall with her hardiest fingernail. When she was done, she counted the tick marks, as if she didn’t know them by heart. As if she had not already counted three times today, and it was not even noon. At least, she assumed it was not, because the policewoman had not come to bring her lunch. A lunch she would not want to eat, but probably would, because the boredom was too much to tolerate on an empty stomach.


Here came the young woman now: the one they called Tali, her freckled, copper face glowing with health and rest. From counting the ticks, Rania knew it was Sunday, Yom il ahad. Yesterday would have been the regular guards’ day off, the Jewish Sabbath. She tried to remember who was here yesterday. She could not conjure up a face. She could not keep the days from blurring one into the other, while she sat here, day after day, looking at these same four walls and wishing wishing wishing herself at home with Khaled and Bassam.


Rania turned her face to the gray wall before the policewoman got to her cell. She would not let the police see her crying for her former life, which seemed so far away now. She could barely remember what Khaled had looked like the day before they took her away. Of course she knew what her own son looked like; she knew his face better than her own, but, at seven, he was changing so fast, becoming more himself every day. Sitting here, she could remember how he had looked as a tiny infant in her arms, as a three-year-old soberly watching her separate the clothes for washing, last month at the party for his cousin’s engagement. But she could not remember exactly what he had worn the last day after he came home from school, or if his face had furrowed over his English homework.


“Hakol bseder?” Tali asked as she shoved the tray into the space between the bars. The unappetizing smell of overcooked beef quickly filled the little cell.


The guard didn’t wait for an answer, but moved on to the next cell even as the words, Are you okay?, were coming out of her mouth. There was no reason she should wait. Rania had never said a word in reply, in the weeks they had been bringing her the miserable Israeli hummus and the runny, tasteless cheese they served instead of labneh. The thought of it made Rania’s stomach lurch. They couldn’t even make salad right.


“Lo, hakol lo bseder,” she said suddenly. The words sounded so strange coming out of her mouth. Not only because she rarely spoke Hebrew, but because she had not heard her own voice in three long weeks. She, who seldom went three minutes without talking. When they had first brought her here, she had worried that she would break under interrogation, just because she loved to talk. She needn’t have worried. There had been no interrogations. No one wanted her to talk. They wanted to shut her up.


She was so used to being alone with her own thoughts, she forgot that she had spoken out loud. Now, the startled young woman was back and watching her with annoyance in her eyes. Rania vaguely traced the irritation to the fact that Tali had asked a question she had not registered, unused as she was to conversation.


“Did you say something?” Rania asked.


“You speak Hebrew?” The question sounded vaguely accusatory, as if Rania must have stolen the language.


“Ken, ktzat,” yes, a little.


“Ma habeayah?” What’s the problem?


What to say? She was not going to tell this Israeli cop that she wanted to see her son or that she wanted to know what was going to happen to her, how long she would be cooped up in this nothing place. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing they had broken her down, and she couldn’t trust them with the knowledge of what was important to her. She thought of her friend Samia, back in the refugee camp in Bethlehem, who had been arrested when they were seventeen. She had been tortured and raped, but she had not named one member of their group.


“Nothing,” Rania said in English. “Sorry to bother you.”


“No problem.” Tali swung away from her, back to the cart of lunch trays she had to deliver.


When she was gone, Rania almost regretted her resolve. It had been nice just to be in the presence of another person, for those few minutes. That tiny bit of interaction had made her feel a little more human. What would it have hurt to have a little conversation with the girl, ask her about her weekend, about the weather, if she had a boyfriend? But, then again, what would it have helped? It would simply have postponed the inevitable agony, when she would be alone again, to sit here trapped with her own thoughts and recriminations.


Ten months ago, Rania had learned dangerous secrets held by two of Israel’s top military men. She thought she had outsmarted them, but, all this time, they had been waiting for their chance to lock her away with their secrets. When Hamas won the Palestinian legislative election, the Israelis had rounded up dozens of Palestinian police and others they considered dangerous. She should have been spared; she had been a member of Fatah, President Abbas’s party, since she was fifteen. Her enemies, though, had seized the opportunity to put away someone they personally considered dangerous. She had no idea how long they could hold her. If her enemies had anything to say about it, it could be forever.


That thought brought the tears to her eyes again, and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. However long she was going to be here, she would not spend it moping. She stood and stretched up on tiptoe, then bent and touched her toes. Her body felt uncharacteristically stiff, her back aching with inaction. In the normal course of her life, she got lots of exercise, but now she thought maybe she should do some of the calisthenics they used to do in school. She removed the heavy, dark jilbab, revealing a red, long-sleeved pullover and black, stretchy pants. She felt ridiculously exposed, though there was no one here to see. She did a few jumping jacks, ran in place for five minutes. While she ran, she hummed one of the marching songs that had played everywhere during the First Intifada.


“Singing is forbidden.” Tali was back.


“Why?” Rania was not in the mood to be conciliatory. What more could they do to her?


“Those are the rules.”


“If you care about rules, why do you break international law by keeping me here?”


The policewoman walked away, shaking her head. Rania felt surprisingly cheered. In those few minutes, she had recouped a little piece of herself she had been missing since the night they took her away. She would spend the day crafting a campaign of minor resistance.





Chapter 2



As if swept along on a tidal wave, Tina and Chloe followed the crowd to the place where they could catch a shared taxi, called servees in Arabic and sherut in Hebrew, for Jerusalem. They joined a line of about thirty people who must have had collectively two hundred bags. They clung to carts laden with instrument cases and duffel bags, huge sets of matching, black leather suitcases, ratty backpacks leaking T-shirts, trunks, furniture boxes, and strollers.


A white van with Hebrew writing on the side screeched to a halt next to the curb where they waited. The driver did not get out but opened the doors automatically and yelled at the people to hurry and get in.


Chloe counted the seats. There was room for eleven, plus the driver, but would there be room for all their luggage? She started to count the line by elevens. If seats weren’t needed for excess baggage, they would make the next van after this.


Suddenly, a surge of humanity pressed forward, running at the van. The neat line that had formed to wait for the sherut was, apparently, merely a formality. Now that it was here, it was every person for himself. A hunched-over, old woman was using her massive suitcase as a battering ram to clear a path to the door. Chloe and Tina stood aside, mouths agape, watching the van fill up like an inflatable mattress. In seconds, the van was flying out of there, loaded to bursting with people and possessions.


“We’re never going to get out of here,” Chloe murmured to Tina, as the automatic double doors of the airport opened to eject another fifty or so travelers into the line which, improbably, had formed up again.


The man standing in front of them turned around. He was big and beefy and wore a bright-blue polo shirt. Sweat poured down his bulbous nose.


“This is Israel. You have to push,” he said.


“It’s Israel to you,” Tina said, under her breath.


“What? I didn’t hear you.”


“That’s because I wasn’t talking to you.”


“Shhh,” Chloe whispered, stroking Tina’s feathery hair. “Let it go.”


“Don’t shush me!”


Chloe dropped the handle of her rollaway bag and let it list onto its side. The handle brushed the leg of the man Tina had snapped at, who turned around to glare at them.


“Did I do something to piss you off?” Chloe asked.


“No, sorry.” Tina picked up the rollaway. Chloe wished she had reached for her hand instead. “I’m just tired.”


That was a plausible explanation. Tina would have had to get up early to make it from Ramallah to Lod in time for Chloe’s ten o’clock arrival. Still, how much did she really know about this woman? Their face-to-face relationship probably hadn’t comprised more than forty hours—a standard work week. Since Chloe had gone back to the States, what they had been doing could best be described as sexting, supplemented by an occasional phone call or email rant.


When the next van pulled up, Tina was ready. Rolling the suitcase in one hand, she grabbed Chloe’s arm with the other and barged through the mush of people. Chloe never quite knew how her bag ended up in the luggage compartment and her body jammed against the window, but somehow it had happened. Seconds later, they were rolling toward Jerusalem.


She gazed out the exhaust-streaked window, reliving the drama of the last time she had traveled this road. She had been in a police van, trying to figure out how to keep them from tossing her unceremoniously onto a plane. That night she had come closer to dying than she ever had before or since. Rania had risked her life and freedom to save Chloe’s. Chloe was here to settle that debt.


But she had also come to be with Tina. She turned to face her lover. Tina was leaning back against the seat, her eyes closed. The dimples around her mouth were slack in her smooth, olive skin, and she looked like she belonged in a Modigliani painting. Chloe stretched out her index finger and brushed the other woman’s cheek lightly. Tina opened her eyes.


“Sorry mate,” she said with a half smile. Her Australian accent made “mate” sound like “mite.” “I get you to come all this way, and then I crash out on you.”


“That’s okay,” Chloe said. “How are things at the center?” Tina worked at a counseling center for abused women and their children. Her salary was paid by a fellowship which sent diasporic Palestinians to work in their homeland.


“They’re okay,” Tina said. “People are worried about money, because of the embargo. And they’re worried a little about Hamas, that they will try to restrain what we do in some way. But really, we haven’t heard anything from the government in months.”


The van rumbled into the outskirts of Jerusalem. Chloe’s body tingled awake, from her nose to her toes. She forced open the window, basking in the warm air and ignoring the driver’s protest about the air conditioning. She drank in the sight of spindly, dust-scarred olive and lemon trees and strained for the scent of the wild herb called zaatar. Even the military jeeps and the soldiers hitchhiking made her happy. She felt more like she’d come home now than she had when she landed in San Francisco ten months ago. Her time in Palestine, which had ended so abruptly and come so close to disaster, had tested her and taught her who she really was.


She reached for Tina’s hand. Tina squeezed hers, but then looked around at the other passengers and pulled her hand away. What was that about? Chloe wondered. She perused the other occupants of the van. She saw no hijabs—traditional Muslim headscarves—or other evidence of Palestinians on board. Had Tina changed so much since she had left, that she was concerned about Jewish Israelis judging her sexual orientation? Or was it her feelings about Chloe that had changed? Had Chloe become more attractive in memory than she actually was? She had gained a few pounds during her time back in the States. Was Tina a closet fat-phobe?


For the first time since getting on the plane, Chloe wondered if she had made a huge mistake in rushing over here. She had no real plan for getting Rania out of prison. It was at least as likely that she would land in an Israeli jail herself. But Tina had sent her the text about Rania, and she had encouraged Chloe’s plans to return to Palestine. Chloe’s typical insecurities must be playing with her head, making her read too much into casual interactions. She determined to take Tina at her word: she was just tired.


“What about Rania?” she asked. “Have you heard anything new?”


Tina shook her head. “No. I called Ahlam yesterday to tell her you were coming. She didn’t know anything else.”


Chloe had rented an apartment from her friends, Ahlam and Jaber, the last time she had been in Palestine. Chloe and Rania had gotten information that freed Ahlam’s son, Fareed, from Israeli prison. That investigation had gotten Chloe thrown out of Palestine ten months ago, and now it had gotten Rania locked up.


“How did Ahlam know about the arrest?”


“I think she read it in the paper.”


The van was pulling up to a series of nondescript apartment buildings surrounded by manicured lawns.


“Is this a settlement?” Chloe asked.


“I think so,” Tina answered. A family of six climbed over the rest of the passengers to exit the van, the father in long, black coat and high, black hat, the boys’ dangling side curls marking them as part of one of the ultra-religious Hasidic sects. They claimed fully half of the luggage piled into the back, and, as the van drove off, Chloe watched out the window as each little boy pulled along a suitcase nearly his size.


The next stop was on Emek Refaim Street, where Jewish hipsters shopped for handmade crafts and sipped coffee in sidewalk cafés. Only a few blocks away on the Bethlehem Road, vans like this one, but older, would be carrying people to the village where Tina’s aunt lived and Aida refugee camp, where Rania grew up. Now they were skirting the Old City, its ancient, stone walls as breathtaking as the first day Chloe glimpsed them. The van stopped opposite Jaffa Gate. This would be the end of the official route, the place where West Jerusalem blurred into East. What should they do from here? They could negotiate with the driver to take them close to Damascus Gate, where they could get a car to Ramallah, or they could off-board here and look for a cheaper Arab taxi to go the last three-quarter mile.


“What do you want to do?” Chloe turned to Tina.


“I don’t know; what do you think?” Tina never went to West Jerusalem and spoke no Hebrew. She would be expecting Chloe to take charge of this situation.


“L’an atem?” Where are you going? The driver asked impatiently.


“Shaar Shchem,” Chloe said, giving the Hebrew name for Damascus Gate. “Kama?” How much?


“Shaar Shchem? Ma yesh lakhem b’Sha’ar Shkhem?”


None of your business why we want to go there, Chloe bit back.


“Come on,” she said to Tina. “Let’s find another cab.”


“Esrim shekel,” the driver said before she had gotten both feet onto the ground.


“Forget it.” Twenty shekels to go a few blocks? Thirty would get them all the way to Ramallah.


“How much?” Tina asked.


“Twenty. Forget it. He’s just screwing with us.”


“Offer him fifteen.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. It shouldn’t be more than five.”


“I want to go. Offer fifteen.”


“Chamesh esrei,” Chloe said to the driver. He nodded laconically, ground out his cigarette against the side of the van, and climbed into the driver’s seat. Tina nearly threw the money at him as he gunned the engine. When he deposited them on the sidewalk in front of the Faisal Hostel, Chloe almost kissed the ground. The Faisal was the unofficial gateway to the West Bank for international solidarity activists. It was there that Chloe had begun her first adventure in Palestine. She breathed in the heavy aromas of cardamom and burned sugar from the coffee stand, the grease from the falafel place next door, and the warm smell of bread baking down the street. She soaked up the busy to-ing and fro-ing of head-scarved women pulling their kids along to the vegetable and fish markets, the old women sitting cross-legged near the bus station hawking their herbs and fruit, the cries of peddlers warning people to get out of the way of their carts as they plunged into the Old City.


“I’m hungry,” she told Tina. “Let’s go to Abu Emile’s for breakfast.” Abu Emile’s, where they had eaten the morning after they first made love. She hoped returning to the elegant, cave-like restaurant would rekindle the almost painful closeness they had had that day.


“I have food at my house.”


“It could take us an hour to get there.”


“Not anymore. We don’t have to stop at Qalandia. We can drive straight through.”


“I can’t leave Jerusalem yet. I just got here. I thought I might never see it again.”


“I don’t want to go into the Old City. It’s crawling with settlers.”


“How about the Jerusalem Hotel?” Chloe said. “Just for a cappuccino, and then we’ll go home.”


“Okay.” Tina’s face cracked a small smile for the first time since they had left the airport. “Maybe I’ll even have a Taybeh.”


“Beer at eleven in the morning?”


“Don’t be a wowser. I’ve been up since five. In Melbourne, I’d be ready to quit work for the day.”
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Happily full of a delicious omelet and a satisfactory cup of coffee, savored in the Palestinian chic of the Jerusalem Hotel’s screened-in patio, Chloe could enjoy the journey to Ramallah. As Tina had promised, they sailed through the checkpoint and were dropped at the bustling al-Manara, the central square of Palestine’s most modern city. Young professionals and students darted into cafés, and patrons overflowed from shops selling sweets or Broaster chicken. In Ramallah on a good day, you could forget that Palestine was an occupied country.


Tina led them to a sunny garden apartment on the edge of the business district, across the street from a hotel that had seen better days. As Tina put the key into the lock, a buxom, middle-aged woman dashed out of the hotel and hurried to greet them.


“Tina, habibti, weyn bakeeti?” Tina, my love, where were you?


“I went to the airport, Um Malik. This is my friend, Chloe. She’s going to be staying with me for a little while.”


“Miit marhaba, ahlan w sahlan, ahlan w sahlan.” Um Malik grabbed Chloe’s shoulders and planted two wet kisses on each cheek.


“Ahlan fiiki,” welcome to you too, Chloe replied. A hundred greetings, the woman had wished her, when one would do. Um Malik seemed prepared to follow them into the house, but Tina deftly blocked the doorway.


“Chloe’s very tired,” she told the older woman in Arabic. “She has just come from America.”


“Oh, Amreeka,” Um Malik bubbled in Arabic. “I love American people. Welcome, welcome.”


“Welcome to you,” Chloe answered. She wondered how many times the ritual call and response would have to be repeated before she would get to be alone with Tina.


“If you need anything, anything at all, you just tell me. I’m like your mother,” Um Malik told Tina.


“Thank you, Um Malik, you’re so very kind.”


“I’m like your mother, I’m like your mother,” to Chloe this time.


Not in the least, Chloe thought. She couldn’t even imagine what Ruth Rubin would think of being compared to a hijab-wearing, Arab woman with a giant mole on her nose.


“Shukran,” thank you, she said. Apparently that satisfied Um Malik, because she backed out of the gate, mumbling something about needing to get back to the hotel, there was a group arriving from Sweden today. At least, Chloe thought that’s what she said, but it could have been any number of other things. Her Arabic, which had never been fluent, was definitely rusty.


“Who is she?” she asked Tina when they were finally alone. “Our landlady.” Chloe’s heart leapt up to embrace the word “our.” “She and her husband also own the hotel.”


The apartment was a single bright room, with a slightly ragged, floral couch, scratched coffee table, and five or six foam mats stacked in the corner to be extricated for sleeping or sitting. The kitchenette at one end comprised a two-burner stove and a first-generation frost-free refrigerator whose constant whirring sound Chloe supposed might, over time, become soothing. A tiny breakfast nook, with a drop-leaf table and two straight chairs of the same vintage as the coffee table, separated the “kitchen” from the main room. The best thing about the place, from Chloe’s perspective, was the venetian blinds which offered some measure of privacy. The worst was that she could hear pretty much every word being uttered by the children in the house upstairs, which didn’t bode well for things they might want to do.


“Don’t worry,” Tina said, reading her mind. “I have a plan.”


She picked up two rainbow-striped sleeping mats and opened the door to what appeared to be a closet opposite the kitchen area. Well, it was a closet, but it was a closet Carrie Bradshaw would die for. Only a few dark skirts and multicolored, long-sleeved pastel blouses hung there alongside a gray, wool blazer. Neat stacks of T-shirts, pullovers, and jeans fit on two low shelves, while the two higher ones awaited whatever clothing Chloe might unpack. Tina laid the mattresses side by side, and they fit perfectly. Once they were nestled into the womb-like space, the voices upstairs were reduced to a faint hum. Chloe reached for Tina, who had already taken her jeans off. Lying on her side, in only a tank top and skimpy underpants, she was as gorgeous as Chloe remembered. Chloe reached down to unbutton her jeans, but Tina swatted her hand away. She pushed her lightly onto her back and knelt over her. Her body blocked the light and Chloe saw only a silhouette looming above her. She lay still, concentrating on the remembered gentleness of Tina’s hands on her breasts, now moving down to her hips and legs. Chloe dug her fingers into Tina’s slender buttocks, and instantly they were moving in sync, like a dance they knew well.


Why had she doubted only an hour ago that Tina still loved her? She could feel the love in each feathery stroke of her fingertips, sending electric currents down her spine and up to her earlobes. She plunged her tongue wetly into Tina’s mouth, and they melted together. Like butter and sugar came into her mind, and she giggled. Food was never too far from her thoughts. Tina didn’t seem to notice, only intensified her exploration of Chloe’s intimate parts, and soon there was no room for thought, but only feelings.


If they made too much noise, Chloe didn’t know. She woke five hours later, covered with a light blanket. There was a note on the mattress next to her.


“Shopping for dinner,” it read. “Love you lots.”


[image: Images]


Jittery with nervous energy, Tina practically jogged down Rukab Street. What have I done, what have I done? she asked herself over and over, quickening her already frenetic pace. The fringes of her long shoulder bag rose and fell against her hip, like tiny whips, emphasizing that she had screwed up.


“Shit,” she said, half-aloud, then glanced around to be sure no one had heard. Which wouldn’t matter anyway, she reminded herself, because they wouldn’t understand the English.


Being with Chloe had been lovely. She hadn’t meant for it to happen so fast. But, when she’d seen Chloe’s hesitant, gap-toothed smile and always messy curls, touched her soft skin, she couldn’t control herself. And then Chloe had been all about Jerusalem, wanting to sink her teeth into the city, while all Tina could think about was sinking her teeth into that juicy, ample body.


Chloe, of course, had no idea. Her insecurities were so deep, she couldn’t imagine how she made Tina’s guts dance. She couldn’t see herself the way Tina saw her: fierce Fury who could be as fragile as a five-year-old. Tina was going to have to tell her about Yasmina and the Palestinian lesbian group. She’d meant to get it out of the way first thing, over a sober cup of coffee, but, when they sat down at the Jerusalem Hotel, she couldn’t burst Chloe’s bubble.


She wondered how Chloe would have reacted. Would react, because she was still going to have to do it. But, now, it would be a whole different football game. She could already see the betrayal and confusion clouding Chloe’s face. Chloe was always poised for someone to tell her she wasn’t worthy. Chloe should be flattered, because Tina couldn’t keep her hands off her. But Chloe would never see it that way, especially not after she saw Yasmina.


Yasmina, who was a literal rock star.


Tina turned into the grocery store, throwing random things into her cart. Sardines. Chloe didn’t even eat fish. Nutella. Chloe liked it on her toast in the morning. Bananas would go well with the chocolate spread. Hard cheese for grilling. Long-life milk so Chloe could have American coffee in the morning. Almond biscuits. Canned fava beans for ful. A couple mealy-looking apples.


One of the things she liked about Chloe was that she didn’t try too hard. She didn’t imagine that if she stayed long enough or took enough risks or slept with enough Palestinians, she’d become one. Didn’t throw Arabic words into her English conversation. She knew who she was and who she wasn’t. That gave her a keen sense that she didn’t truly belong here, while her upbringing, as a Jew in a small southern American town, had made her hunger for belonging.


Yasmina was going to be a big hurdle. Better wait a while.


Tina hadn’t gone off on this walk intending to talk herself out of coming clean. She had thought she would clear her head, figure out what she needed to say, and how to say it. But the streets had a mind of their own. At least, that’s what she told herself. If it was the right time, the city would let her know it.


She headed back to the apartment, heard the water from the shower, and got busy putting away the groceries. Soon, Chloe emerged, damp and glistening, from the bathroom and started Tina’s innards quivering again.


“Sleep well?” Tina asked, studying the vegetables she had just put away.


“Mmmm,” Chloe responded. Crossing the tiny kitchen in two steps, Chloe came up behind Tina and wrapped her arms around her waist, crotch to butt. Tina whirled, vigorously shaking herself loose.


“You can’t do that,” she snapped, gesturing at the gaping window pane. Tina had opened the blinds to catch the fading sunlight.


Chloe retreated sulkily, and Tina heard her in the living- and bedroom, rummaging through her suitcase. Tina should go and make sure her feelings weren’t hurt, but she didn’t feel like it. She started pulling vegetables back out of the fridge. She would let her makluube do her apologizing for her.





Chapter 3



The days were getting warmer, but the evenings were still cold in Ramallah.


Even in his leather jacket, Daoud shivered. The nearer he got to the looming Wall with its high watchtowers, the colder he felt. He zipped the jacket up to his neck.


He hung back for a while, watching people come and go. To his left, people moved easily, returning from Jerusalem to Ramallah without interference. At this hour, people poured out of taxis and teemed through the open gate, stopping to shop at the makeshift roadside stands where you could buy everything from warm bread to bathmats. Old Palestinian cars zoomed through, dust mingling with exhaust. The drivers leaned on the horns when passersby were slow to move aside or when traffic snarled in the narrow intersections. Just beyond, he could see the minarets of Qalandia refugee camp, a quarter mile away, but off-limits to Palestinians without Jerusalem ID.


To his right, cars stretched as far back as he could see, two abreast, with more arriving all the time. They too honked, but only to blow off steam. The new arrivals knew there was nothing the other drivers could do to speed up the checkpoint. He watched as a VW Rabbit with half its fender torn off veered around an orange taxi piled high with luggage on top. The taxi driver stubbornly refused to pull back and let the VW in.


Even this chaotic assembly looked orderly, compared to the crush of bodies pressing toward the turnstile where the pedestrians went through—if they were lucky. Those like him, who had no permit for Jerusalem, could wait for hours only to be turned back, or worse. It was six o’clock and still light out. Next week, the time would change, and then it would be light even later. The longer days were a blessing for the farmers and for people who had a long way to travel to and from work. It was not so good for him, though. Under cover of darkness, he could often still find a way around the check-point—a hole in the fence, a place where the Wall was not quite finished, or where the sections had been wedged ever so slightly apart. Six months ago, even in broad daylight, he could always find a way through to Jerusalem. But in the last months, the Israelis had sealed up the Wall around al-Ram and Qalandia, and, now, increasingly, the only ways through were the official ones, which were closed to him.


The two turnstiles, each as heavily fortified as a medieval castle, loomed in front of him like a dare. The old, handwritten signs had recently been replaced with brown, metal placards proclaiming the right line for foreigners and people with blue Jerusalem IDs, the left for Palestinians with green West Bank ID cards.


Daoud would not get through either turnstile legally. He edged closer to the crowd, looking for a young mother he could perhaps befriend. Men and women went through separately, but, if a woman had several small children, and he offered to carry a couple of them through, she might be grateful enough to protest that he was her husband, that one of the babies was sick and they needed to get to a hospital quickly quickly, the soldiers would be impressed with his love for his children and wave him through.


No good candidates for that ruse presented themselves tonight. He looked up at the ugly, concrete Wall looming on both sides. It seemed to grow higher and thicker every time he came, its towers rising ever more menacingly. Not for the first time, he imagined coming here with some sticks of dynamite and lighting the fuses, watching the stone crumble. It would not make any difference. They would build it again the next day, twice as high and twice as deep. But he would not care, because he would be dead and, before he died, he would have known what it was to be free for just one minute.


He shoved the fantasy aside. Bombs and such were not for him. He had considered it, of course, while he was in high school. All the boys in his circle had. A few of them had actually joined the militant resistance, picked up guns, blown themselves up, taking an Israeli settler or soldier or two with them. One of his best friends was in prison now; he had meant to be a bomber, but had been caught on the way to detonate his belt. Probably Daoud would never see him again. He put his friend out of his mind. He could not dwell on such miseries when he was on his way to entertain, to make the audience love him, and be made love to in turn.


He abandoned the turnstiles and instead strode up the line of cars. In between the turnstiles, two soldiers hunkered back to back in a metal booth piled high with sandbags. Each balanced a long rifle on one shoulder, aiming it at the window of the first driver in line, ready to shatter both the window and the driver’s head if the car moved prematurely. Daoud leaned against a light post and smoked a cigarette. Four soldiers worked the cars in teams of two. One of the teams was methodical, doing everything just the same with each car, taking this out, then that, asking the same questions of each person. The other team obviously enjoyed mixing it up. They would sometimes look in the trunk, sometimes tell everyone to get out, now take the driver’s keys, turn the radio to a Hebrew station and turn it up loud. He needed to avoid those two like rotten meat.


He examined the others, the quiet ones. One was tall and the other short. The tall one had sunken cheeks and a bushy beard; the shorter one was muscular and clean-shaven. His cocoa-colored face was impassive, and he spoke to the people in broken Arabic, using the respectful terms haj and haji for older people.


When the musc man stretched between searching cars, Daoud cleared his throat. The man looked up at him.


“What do you want?” he asked.


“To go to Jerusalem. To Adloyada.”


“Adloyada?” Daoud was sure the soldier knew what Adloyada was. He just wanted to play naïve.


“I have to get there soon. I’m JLo Day-Glo.”


A flicker of a smile passed over the young man’s lips, but, as quickly, it was gone.


“Do you have a permit?”


“Would I be standing here if I did?”


“Sorry, it’s not possible.”


“Perhaps we can go there together.”


“I’m on duty.”


“Gadi,” called the taller soldier. “Yalla.”


Daoud grimaced. He hated that the Israelis had appropriated the Arabic “let’s go” into their stupid language. Gadi, as his partner had called him, might have noticed Daoud’s expression or maybe he was just annoyed by Daoud’s familiarity. He grabbed Daoud roughly by the arm.


“Come over here,” he snarled.


Daoud felt panic welling up inside him. What had he done? He was flirting, sure, but if the guy wasn’t interested, he could pretend he didn’t understand. Was he a closet case, a homophobe, or both?


“Let me go,” he hissed. “I didn’t mean anything. Forget it, I’m leaving.”


Gadi ignored him, twisting Daoud’s wrist so that he yelped. He frog marched him away from the cars to a green metal hut, shoved him inside, and closed the door. The smell of urine and rancid beer assaulted his nose. His stomach churned, and he choked back a little vomit. It was pitch dark, and something squished under his foot. He hoped it was chewing gum or the remains of a chucked-out sandwich. He couldn’t breathe. He was going to die in this tin can, and no one would ever know what had become of him. The cell was too short for him to stand without stooping. He put his jacket on the ground and sat on it, folding his long legs up under his knees and hugging them. He didn’t like the idea of his prized leather jacket being soiled with whatever might be on this filthy floor, but better the jacket than his pants.


The metal of his jail rattled, making a hollow thwang. Latches slid back with a loud creak. Quick, think, what to say? What to offer, what to beg for? He had to get out of here. A slot in the door opened, and a shaft of light pierced the blackness. The harsh glare illuminated a shaft of flesh, Gadi’s penis, he assumed. Daoud shifted on the floor until his mouth was in the right place. He said a quick prayer before opening his mouth and taking the prick inside.


He could smell and taste the contempt of the prick’s owner. Once again, he almost gagged. He wondered if the soldier had put his gun on the ground, or if he was even now standing with his hand on the trigger. Daoud sucked and sucked and finally felt the squirt in his mouth. He gave a final lick and pulled away. He hoped the soldier could hear him spit the sperm on the ground. Too late, he considered that Gadi wouldn’t be the one who had to sit in it. It would be the next poor guy who tried to get through the checkpoint. He should have done it in the corner. How much longer would he be here? He needed to get to Adloyada.


The door flew open. “Come on,” Gadi said. Daoud could see no sign in his face of what had just happened. He wondered if it was a nightly occurrence, like drinking coffee. Gadi took his arm, a little less roughly than before, but not gently. He led him to the front of the line of cars and opened the door of a cab.


“Do you have room for one more?” he asked. The cab was full, five adults and two children, but a woman took one of the kids on her lap, and the other passengers good-naturedly shifted around to make room. Gadi waved them through.


Daoud glanced at the two young men sharing the back seat with him. They were nicely dressed for a night out, black slacks and polo shirts. They gave each other a high five. No doubt, they had been anticipating a problem at the checkpoint too. Daoud hugged himself, wondering if the sour smell was coming from the jacket or his own skin, The cab dropped him off at the top of the Mount of Olives. He caught a servees down to Damascus Gate and, from there, walked quickly down HaNevi’im Street and ducked into the small alley called Shushan. When he caught sight of the gray stone oasis, he thrust the memory of Gadi and his moments of panic and humiliation behind him. He opened the door, and a rush of warm air, pungent with beer, wafted to greet him. Mordecai, an elfin, Jewish Israeli with sparse, brown hair, danced over and kissed him on the lips.


“JLo, thank God. You’re on in fifteen minutes.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll be ready.”


“You had no problems with the checkpoint?”


Daoud hesitated for one second. His friend’s eyes had already wandered to the bar, where the bartender was pouring vodka into a row of shotglasses.


“Not too bad,” he said.





Chapter 4



The thick, black bars of Rania’s cage dropped from the heavens and plunged into the center of the earth. Flat, horizontal bars ran along the top and bottom of a narrow doorway, whose enormous lock required three different keys to unlock. If anyone could ever break out of this cell, it would not be through the door. The gap beneath the door left just enough space for a tray conveying a plate or shallow bowl. They had given her a cup the first day, and she filled it with water from the rusty sink in the corner. When they came with breakfast, she held up the cup, and they poured the coffee through the bars. If she didn’t feel like getting up, she didn’t get coffee. The preference for coffee first thing in the morning was one thing she had in common with Israelis. Most Palestinians drank tea with breakfast, and coffee was a mid-morning treat, but she had always liked to start the day with bitter coffee grounds between her teeth. Of course, the Israeli coffee was barely worthy of the name.


She thought it was about half an hour until the guard would come with coffee and toast. She got up, splashed water on her face, and tied the hijab around her head in case it was a man who came. Not that she really cared if foreign men saw her hair, but Bassam would care. She rummaged in the small bag of clothes he had sent after a few days, when it became clear that there had not been a mistake, that she would not be getting out soon. He had sent three pairs of socks, one red, one black, one white, almost as if he had anticipated what she was about to do. But then he would have included a green pair.


She took one black sock and went over to the door. She couldn’t reach the top bar from the floor, but when she wedged her left foot on top of the lower cross bar, she could just barely reach if she stretched as far as she could. It felt good to stretch. It was awkward trying to tie the sock into a knot around the thick bar while balancing on one foot and stretching up. After three tries, she got it done. She hopped back to the floor and retreated to the bed to admire it. Not much really. Just a little black flag swaying slightly in the warm draft that did not reach into her cell. For the first time since they had brought her here, she was eager for the police to come, to see what they would say.


She exercised to pass the time until breakfast. She stretched, ran in place, and stretched some more. She could barely reach the little windowsill with her fingertips. She tried to hoist herself up, partly to see if there was a view of anything outside, partly just to see if she could do it. She couldn’t.


“What are you doing?” Rania turned to see Tali, the breakfast in her hands and exasperation on her freckled face.


“Exercise,” Rania said in English. She didn’t know the Hebrew word.


“It’s forbidden.” She used the Arabic word, mamnuah. Probably the only Arabic word she knew.


“Everything cannot be forbidden. Why should you forbid me to care for my body?”


“You can exercise, but not with the window.”


When Tali arrived with lunch, a white sock dangled next to the black one. Still, she did not react. Rania was a little disappointed, but it was also good, because if Tali had taken them down, Rania might have lost them for good. Of course, there were two of each, but Rania wanted to get at least one full set hung. She battled the temptation to do it all at once. She suspected she would be here a long time. Biding her time was good discipline.


She needed an activity, to pass the time until she could make her next move. She looked around the cell for anything to make into anything else. She found pretty much nothing. Perhaps she should learn Hebrew. Wasn’t that what all the political prisoners did? That was why some of the top ex-fighters had ended up in roles that worked most closely with Israelis, after Arafat came back and set up the Palestinian Authority. She didn’t really want to know Hebrew. If she ever got out of here, she would be happy never to talk to an Israeli again. But, last year, during the case that had led to her imprisonment, she had wished she had a better command of Hebrew. She had had to rely on others for information she would rather have been able to gather for herself. Most of the top officials in the Palestinian police had occasion to use Hebrew sometimes. If she planned to move up—and she definitely did—she should know Hebrew too.


She started making a mental list of every Hebrew verb she knew and conjugating them. Hayah. He was. He hayta. She was. Hem hayu, they were. Hu yihyeh, he will be. He tihyeh. She will be.


She did “like,” “go,” “come,” and “bring.” Suddenly she couldn’t remember any more verbs. What were the first verbs you taught a child in Arabic? What were Khaled’s first words? She could not remember. She pushed the thought away before it could take root and drag her down. She was getting up a rhythm. She needed to keep on. Visit, that was a good one. Zar, bizur. What was the Hebrew? She had heard it a million times. She could not bring back the word. She needed a dictionary or a textbook. Maybe she could convince Tali to bring her a Hebrew textbook.


She found the last pair of socks, the red one. She separated them and counted to twenty, just to prolong the experience. Then, she hoisted herself up and tied one red sock next to the black one. Black, red, white. It was almost right. But what to do about the green? She looked through the small bag again. No green shirt, no sock, no scarf. She didn’t like to wear green; it clashed with her skin tones. She picked through her few toiletries—the toothpaste, no green there, not that it would help. She scanned the cell, poked under the mattress even, to no avail. Her eye caught a flash of green, and, for a second, she thought she had hallucinated it. No, there it was, hanging from the back of the sink, the pair of yellow and green underpants she had been wearing when she was taken.


“That’s no use,” she said aloud. She wasn’t going to hang her underwear on the bars of the cell, even to make a point. Though if she did—she smiled. When she was going to college in Jerusalem and living at home in Aida Camp, she and her friends came up with a trick for getting through the checkpoint easily. They would put sanitary pads on top of whatever else they were carrying. As soon as the soldiers opened the bag, they would shoo them through. In that way, she had smuggled dozens of letters home from wanted men and volumes of banned publications to keep the Intifada spirit strong. Making a Palestinian flag out of her underwear might keep it flying for a while.


She took the panties from their makeshift hook and folded them so that only the green part was showing. But how to keep the fold from coming undone after she hung it up? She rummaged through the tote bag again. She could probably find every object in it in the dark by now. There—the little string of hair ties that Bassam had thought to send. Useful for so many possible purposes. She stretched one between her two thumbs and drew them apart next to her ear. It would make a perfect mini-slingshot, if only she had a stone to throw.


She looped the little band tightly around the oblong of fabric. It was harder to hang than the socks had been, because the fabric was less stretchy, but she managed to nestle it between the black and the red. She pushed the four bits of fabric as close together as they could go and then sat on her bed to appreciate her work. It really did look like a little, misshapen Palestinian flag. Her body felt so light, she imagined she could fly. Fly through the bars and out through these gray catacombs, over the coils and coils of razor wire, to her husband’s family compound, where her mother-in-law would be just piling chunks of succulent lamb onto a pyramid of spiced rice. She saw the old woman’s veiny hands pouring the thin, white soup into a bone china bowl without spilling a drop. Can I have been here so long that I even miss my mother-in-law? she thought.


For a minute, she could almost smell the delicate seasoning of the meat. Her mouth watered.


“At re’eva?”


She woke with a start. She couldn’t believe she was still here. The dream-reverie had seemed so real; she was sure she was free.


“What?” she asked. She was in no mood to speak Hebrew.


“Are you hungry?” Tali repeated in Hebrew. The tray she offered was laden with dull, brown soup, half a cucumber, and a slice of dingy bread. Tears sprang from Rania’s eyes at the contrast between what she had conjured for herself and what was available. Then she remembered her Hebrew project.


“Lo, ani lo re’eva.” Rania carefully enunciated the foreign words. She got up and walked the seven paces to the locked door of her cell.


“At lo rotzah ochel?” You don’t want food? Tali acted like she was going to put the tray back on the cart. Rania reached out for it, her hands through the bars.


“Ani rotzah. Achshav, ani lo re’evah, aval ani ehyeh…” Now I’m not hungry, but I will be… she could not remember the word for later. “Ba’adeen,” she said, substituting the Arabic.


“Lo hevanti,” I don’t understand, Tali said. She passed the tray under the bars.


“Later,” Rania said in English. “What is it in Hebrew?”


“Achar kach,” Tali said. It was the first time the woman ever smiled at her. But now Rania was tired of speaking Hebrew.


“Perhaps,” she said in English, “you could bring me a Hebrew book? So I can study?”


“I don’t know,” Tali replied in English. “You are not supposed to have anything. No books, no paper. Because you are political.”


“Who told you I am political? That is not why I am here.” Her mouth rebelled against that statement. She had always been involved in politics; to be Palestinian was political. But that was not what Tali meant. In this context, to be “political” meant you were involved in some kind of armed resistance against the Israelis, or they thought you were.


“Why are you here?” Tali asked.


“I am a policewoman. Last year, I was investigating the death of a young woman, a foreigner. The man who killed her was very high up in the army. He was not punished, and he does not want me to tell what I know.”


“They told me you are Hamas.”


“I am not Hamas. I am Fatah.”


“Tali, bo’ee!” a male voice called from the end of the hall.Tali, ta’ali, Rania translated in her head, and then laughed at the pun.


“Why do you laugh?”


“It is just… he told you to come. Bo’ee. But in Arabic, ‘come’ is ‘ta’ali.’ So he would have said ‘Tali, ta’ali.’”


“Oh.” Tali half-smiled. Rania thought she wasn’t sure if she was being made fun of. “I have to go.”


Tali had not responded quickly enough, and the male guard had come to see what the holdup was. He towered over Tali, radiating impatience.


“What is that?” he demanded, pointing at the socks dangling from the top of the bars. Rania shrugged. He touched Tali’s arm.


“Tell her to take it down,” he said in Hebrew.


“Take it down,” Tali said in English without enthusiasm.


“I cannot reach it.” Rania demonstrated, stretching onto her tiptoes. Her fingers fell well short of the socks.


“How did you put them up there?”


“I did not.”


The police looked thoroughly confused. Did they really expect her to admit it? Obviously, she had put them there; who else would have done it? But it seemed not to occur to them that she was capable of lying to them. They both stared at the socks as if they were magic.


The male policeman reached up and grasped the red sock easily. Rania was sure he was going to untie it. Then, his hand moved instead to the green strip, which hung stiffer than the others.


“Tachtonim,” he said to Tali, and snickered.


Was he going to order Tali to take it down? She didn’t know if he was Tali’s boss or her equal. But it wouldn’t matter. He could just ask her to do it, and, of course, she would.


“They are yours?” Tali asked Rania. Again, Rania wondered if anyone really expected her to answer. Whether they did or not, she said nothing.


The two police spoke quietly in Hebrew for a minute.


“You won’t take it down?” Tali Ta’ali asked in English.


“I told you; I cannot reach it.”


Tali translated for the male cop, and they exchanged some more rapid-fire Hebrew. Tali Ta’ali sounded irritated with her colleague. She kept glancing at Rania, and Rania thought she detected a speck of respect in her eyes. But it was probably wishful thinking.


After a long debate, the two cops walked away. The male cop shot Rania a look that said, You’ll pay for this.





Chapter 5



Rania ate slowly, dipping the bread into the salty soup and making each bite last one hundred chews. Hard to do with a small piece of soggy bread. She had to concentrate, and concentrating, even on something so stupid, felt good. In between bites, she watched her flag fly in the draft from the hallway. If you had told her a month ago that she could be so happy doing nothing but watching a Palestinian flag made of socks and underwear, she would have said you needed a psychiatrist.


She heard a buzzing in the distance, like flies dancing. She seldom heard anything, except when the guards came to count or bring food. The walls were of the thickest concrete, made to absorb the sounds of torture, she supposed. She didn’t know if there were other prisoners on this hall now. Weeks ago, the police had brought two Israeli women down in the middle of the night. She had heard a lot of screaming and cursing and thuds as they were thrown into separate cells on either side of hers. She supposed they had been fighting and put in these cells for punishment. They were gone now.


The buzzing was louder and closer. She got up and stood to one side of the door and then the other, craning to see down the dark hallway. She saw nothing.


Suddenly, boots thundered on cement, accompanied by men shouting. A horde of men, masks covering their faces and long rifles in their hands, raced into view. One of them shouted something in Hebrew. The thundering stopped instantly. The men—at least thirty of them—pivoted as one, training their guns into her cell. She shrank involuntarily, backing into the corner by the sink and making herself smaller than she already was. She wondered what they were looking for. Could someone have placed a bomb here? She couldn’t imagine who or why, let alone how.


“Asirah. Bo’ee heyna,” a man’s voice exploded into the corridor. She couldn’t tell who had said, “Prisoner, come here!”


Could he be talking to her? She obviously could not “come” anywhere because her cell door was locked. She stood still.


A shot ran out. Shooting, here? In the narrow hallway, they would kill each other if they didn’t watch out. But that familiar smell was not gunpowder; it was tear gas. It was coming into her cell, burning her eyes; they should be more careful about where they aimed it. Another volley and she was down on the ground, retching and gasping. Any other time she had been gassed, she had had somewhere to run, the fields, into the house, but, now, the gas was filling the little cell. She couldn’t breathe.


“Stop it!” she shouted in Arabic. They probably wouldn’t understand her. Better speak English. But the words didn’t want to come. She tried to concentrate, between desperate coughs.


“You are going to kill me with that,” she said.
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