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For Tamar


“We are captives of what we love, what we desire, and what we are.” 
—Mahmoud Darwish




1


Departures


We made our way through the nearly deserted streets, hoping to find a way out of Gaza.


I sensed the rising nervousness of my friends—all of us expats living in the West Bank town of Ramallah. We crossed the main drag, Omar al-Mukhtar Street, and headed toward a parking lot. The sound of the cold winter rain echoed off the metal-roofed taxi stand as we approached. With the weather and the political tension of the first intifada in 1988 combining to keep most people home, we weren’t exactly sure what our transportation options would be.


We entered the lot and noted one lone taxi. The sound of its idling diesel engine emitted a distinctive, rhythmic knocking. Known as serveece, these seven-passenger Mercedes sedans provided virtually all the inter-city transportation in the West Bank and Gaza Strip of the late 1980s. Normally the serveece departed when filled with passengers—three in the middle back seat, three in the seat behind, and one in the front.


There were six of us, so we would need to wait for another passenger or pay for the empty seat. But as the stand where the car stood came into full view, we noticed another man standing there smoking, huddled against the cold. He took one last drag from his cigarette. Squinting through its curl of smoke, inhaling deeply, and sighing a grayish-white stream into the moist air, he flicked the butt downwards and ground it into the cracked asphalt with the tip of his shoe. His heel wavered back and forth, as if he were bidding the cigarette goodbye. At least now the taxi would be full, and the driver would leave for Ramallah.


We were a small group of schoolteachers from the Quaker-run Friends School, looking for a way to be useful since the Israelis had closed down all Palestinian schools in the West Bank. We had spent two days visiting hospitals, houses, and refugee camps, taking statements from victims of Itzhak Rabin’s policy of “force, might and beatings”—a failed attempt by the then-Israeli prime minster to crush the Palestinian uprising by literally beating the population into submission. Soldiers set upon people indiscriminately, whether or not they were involved in a demonstration or other political activity. Truncheon-wielding troops crushed the bones of victims whose limbs were held taut by other soldiers. In the fields and olive groves of the West Bank, stones were used to the same effect.


The taxi bumped and splashed through Gaza’s muddy streets, making its way north toward the Erez checkpoint. We introduced ourselves to the seventh passenger. His name was Zayn Majdalawi. Born and raised in Shati refugee camp on the western edge of Gaza City, Zayn was a student at Bir Zeit University near Ramallah.


The full taxi buzzed with discussion of Gaza. It was our first time there, and the difference between it and the relative prosperity and calm of Ramallah was striking. Driving north about twenty minutes, we came to the junction at Ashkelon, the first Israeli city on the main road out of Gaza. As the taxi slowed to a stop, Zayn, sitting directly behind me in the last seat, pointed out a building on the left that dominated the intersection: a sandy yellow-colored structure, three-stories tall, with a few high-placed windows. It was set farther back from the road than nearby buildings. A whitewashed concrete wall, topped with a spiral of barbed wire, surrounded it.


“That is Ashkelon prison,” he said, “where I was held as a political prisoner.”


Our heads turned in unison to take in the imposing compound.


“How long were you in prison?” someone asked.


I glimpsed a courtyard beyond the front gate. Looming above it all was a watchtower with a machine gun trained on the ground below.


“Fifteen years,” he stated matter-of-factly.


Until now, I had been content to listen quietly from the middle seat, too tired and absorbed in thought to engage in general conversation, especially with this stranger.


“Fifteen years?!” I blurted out, turning around in my seat. For the first time, I saw his face completely. He had sea green eyes that sparkled playfully.


“Na’am. Yes. Fifteen years.”


My gaze lingered on him as I struggled for a reply. None came. It was then that I noticed the hint of sadness folded into the lines that edged his eyes.
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We had started our first day in Gaza at the office of a well-known human rights lawyer, Tawfiq Salem. From there, my friend Ellen and I were taken to Jebalya, the largest of Gaza’s eight camps, then housing over seventy-five thousand refugees in barely more than one square kilometer. Our escort was a camp resident named Abdel Karim. Slight and quick, Abdel Karim spoke through what seemed like a permanently clenched jaw, which softened when he smiled, giving him an impish air. We rode in his bright orange Volkswagen bug and stopped outside of a small cinderblock structure. He knocked lightly on the corrugated metal door and then led us into a room.


It felt like we were entering a hospital ward: A half-dozen men, ranging in age from late teens to perhaps early thirties, lay on foam mattresses arranged on the concrete floor. They were bandaged, in casts, eyes at various stages of bruising, faces swollen and scarred. A few nights earlier a group of soldiers had burst into the house as they played cards and watched television after the eight o’clock evening curfew. Those who could, recounted what happened—the rifle butts, the heavy wooden truncheons—at times wincing with the effort. A single kerosene heater in the middle of the room struggled against the Gaza cold, a tea kettle perched on top hissing a slow simmer. I never before thought human bodies could look like that.


Our last day in Gaza, Ellen and I had visited wounded Palestinians in the two main hospitals. Coincidentally, the man who drove us there was Zayn’s brother Lutfi. We wanted to send Lutfi a gift to thank him for his time and set about looking for Zayn to deliver it the next time he went to Gaza. We got word to Zayn via another expat, a tall, blond British guy named Chris who worked at the public affairs office at Bir Zeit University.


A few days later, arriving home from the market, my roommate Nadia informed me that “a man with beautiful green eyes was here for you.” It took a moment, but whom she meant finally came to me. Zayn had left a note with a phone number where I could reach him. I bought a bottle of araq—the deceptively clear, anise-based liquor known throughout the Arab world—and set up another meeting with Zayn at my apartment.


The knock on the door of the glassed-in veranda rattled the windows on that half of the porch, acting as a kind of doorbell. I opened the metal door that closed off the house from the veranda and peered outside. I saw the smooth, rounded top of a hairless head. The key clicked in the lock. Zayn turned to face me and stood down from the step as I opened the door.


“Marhaba,” I greeted him.


“Marhabtayn!” Two hellos he greeted in return, a wide grin lighting up his face.


I could see what Nadia meant about the eyes.


“Please come in.”


I gestured him into our small sitting room and offered tea. We drank amber-colored liquid from handleless Pyrex juice glasses, the teacup of choice in the Middle East, and talked—about the indelible impressions my first visit to Gaza made on me, about our now-mutual acquaintances, and Zayn’s interrupted studies. When I mentioned my interest in returning to Gaza to hear more stories, he offered me a ride back in a few days, now that his car was fixed.


The earlier taxi conversation and our chat while sipping tea that day told me there was much about Zayn that was not what I would expect. He was deeply anchored by his society, but he both clung to and flouted its customs and conventions. Not many men who had been incarcerated entered university at age thirty-one, further postponing marriage and a family in a society that highly valued both. But his intellectual curiosity was as irrepressible as his wit. A traditional marriage then would have been as confining for Zayn as for his wife.


His looks and his charm were equally unconventional. Bald save for a ring of closely shaved hair on the lower half of his head, Zayn’s smooth skin was a shade lighter than the roasted olive hue that was predominant among Palestinian men. His prominent cheekbones rose even higher when he smiled, which was often. And it took me a while to identify perhaps the most unusual feature of his face: he wore no moustache.


Over the next few months, we took many trips in Zayn’s tiny beige Fiat. On the road threading between the rolling hills and olive groves of the West Bank, past the nineteenth-century Latrun Monastery, slowly descending into the valley that opened onto the sandy plains of the Strip, he began telling me his story, and I began listening.
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Zayn’s parents, Omar and Asma Majdalawi, escaped from Simsim in 1948 with the rest of their village. Fleeing the Nakba, or catastrophe, the war that created the State of Israel, they crossed into Gaza with four children, burying two along the way. Two sons were born in Shati refugee camp, the first of whom was my new friend, Zayn.


In 1967 the Israeli Army entered Gaza, an army born of the one that had pushed Zayn’s family out of Simsim twenty years earlier. The military occupation created a new generation of resistance in Palestine, tied to the independence and anticolonial movements of those years (the resistance leader in Gaza was nicknamed “Guevara Gaza”). The backbone of the Palestinian resistance was the young men and women of the camps, which were first populated by their parents. Among those fighters was Zayn.


He spent much of his boyhood with his older brother Abdullah, whom he admired and who was already married and on his own. A fervent Arab nationalist, Abdullah was working as a teacher in Saudi Arabia in June 1967, when the Israeli Army entered Gaza and refused to allow him—and most other Palestinians who were outside their country at that time—to return. After the war, he left Saudi Arabia for Egypt, but the authorities there eventually expelled him. So he moved to Benghazi, Libya, where he found a teaching position and raised five children. Abdullah would never see his parents again. He was only able to return to Gaza forty years later.


Zayn was thirteen when the Israelis first occupied Gaza, a star student and the apple of his father’s eye. By age twelve, Zayn had memorized half of the Koran, an accomplishment indicative of a sharp, inquisitive mind, able to focus intently. The achievement made his father—an Islamic scholar trained at Cairo’s Al-Azhar University, the Harvard Divinity of the Muslim world—immensely proud.


As a teenager, Zayn developed other talents, including exceptional aim with a hand grenade. He joined the resistance and took part in an attack on an army patrol in Shati camp in 1970. The grenade he threw killed a soldier. Zayn was seventeen.


Put on trial in an Israeli military court, he became known as “the laughing accused,” so called by the frustrated judge whose gavel couldn’t stifle Zayn’s laughter throughout the proceedings. It quieted when the sentence was handed down: life in prison.


Zayn was among the youngest political prisoners, whose numbers grew as the Israeli army crushed the Palestinian resistance to the occupation. Years later when I met one of Zayn’s comrades from prison, he recalled the day Zayn was brought to the jail to begin serving his sentence.


“We couldn’t believe it when he entered the cell,” Fathi exclaimed, smiling at the memory. “We asked the guards, ‘Who is this child you’re bringing us?’”


Zayn sat for the tawjihi matriculation exam and was awarded his secondary school diploma in jail. It was then that his true education began.


Palestinian political prisoners, with their tight organization, discipline, and emphasis on intellectual growth, created a subculture that was not only self-sustaining but influential beyond the prison walls. These organizations became known as “University of Palestine.” Their graduates are the self-taught intellectuals, writers, artists, and politicians who have impacted the course of Palestinian history, inside and outside of jail, and inside and outside of Palestine. Many prisoners studied Hebrew and English, as it quickly became clear that Hebrew skills would be needed to negotiate with the guards, and English to communicate with the Red Cross. Zayn threw himself into the languages, relishing the cultural idioms anchored in their respective societies and histories. He also became known for his political commentary and analysis, written on tiny scraps of paper, rolled into a capsule size and smuggled out with visitors.


During Israel’s 1982 military invasion of Lebanon, three of its soldiers were captured by the PLO. In 1985, they were exchanged for 1,150 Palestinian political prisoners. Among those prisoners was Zayn. He was thirty-one years old. Most of the muharrareen, “the liberated,” used the compensation provided by the PLO to marry and begin families. Zayn enrolled in the linguistics program at Bir Zeit University, bought a plot of land on the edge of Shati camp, and began building a home.
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On our trips to Gaza, from behind the wheel of his Fiat Zayn would point to a tumble of building stones and succulent cacti set just off the road. “Sawfir, Masmiya,’Aker”—mile after mile, he would reel off the names of villages destroyed with the creation of Israel in 1948 as we passed their remnants.


When early spring pushed past the cold, rainy winter, I began rolling down the car window the closer we got to the warmth of Gaza. The lines of saber cactus Palestinian villagers had used to mark their land holdings offered up bright yellow blooms.


“You know,” Zayn said tentatively during one trip in those first weeks, “you have a very American memory.”


I turned to him with a quizzical look and caught his Cheshire cat grin.


“We met before that time at the Gaza taxi stand.”


He briefly took his eyes off the road to catch my surprised expression.


“We did?”


“Yes. At Chris’s house last year in Ramallah. You came to do your laundry, and I let you in because no one else was home.”


I remembered now. I closed my eyes as much to focus on the scene as to ward off the embarrassment of my lapse.
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Washing machines were a luxury in the West Bank at that time, and renting an apartment that had one was a rarity. Chris, the same expat who had helped me find Zayn to deliver the araq, had such an apartment, so I was regularly showing up at his door with a basket of dirty clothes. I remembered knocking on the metal door which flaked the same innocuous butter beige paint that was used, it seemed, in all the interiors and exteriors of Ramallah homes. The door swung open and a grinning bald man stood before me.


“Hello. Is Joel here?” I inquired, about Chris’s roommate, a close friend who had invited me to use the machine.


“No. But please come in.”


I hesitated, but I had no desire to drag my laundry, still dirty, back to the other side of town.


“Thanks,” I smiled as I moved past him and into the kitchen where the machine stood. “Joel said I could use their machine. I won’t be long. I’ll just put it in to wash and return later.”


“Please have tea,” he said.


It was a statement more than an invitation.


“I really must get going,” I replied as I stuffed the machine too full with clothes.


“Five minutes,” he insisted, and by the time I had loaded and turned on the machine, the water was on the boil. This guy was self-assured, but also kind of quirky. Given the scenario we were in—that of a Palestinian man encountering an unknown foreign woman alone in a house without its host—it seemed appropriate to keep our interaction short and perfunctory, even though he put me at ease.


I apologized while walking toward the door, telling him I had other errands to finish.


I lingered in the grocery buying milk and coffee, stopped to visit another friend, and headed back to the house to retrieve my clean clothes. To my relief Joel answered the door. When I entered, my erstwhile host sat on the low sofa sipping tea. Joel introduced us.


“Yes, I know her,” Zayn replied. “She is the one who doesn’t like my tea.”


My eyes widened a bit, as did Joel’s. I sputtered an explanation, apologizing again to Zayn.


“Now will you have tea?” he asked, raising the aluminum kettle warming on the kerosene heater.


As if I could refuse.


“I’ll have some more, too, BHS,” Joel said, pushing his glass toward Zayn, who laughed.


Joel had nicknamed Zayn “BHS”—short for Baruch ha shem, “bless the name.” A Hebrew response to being asked “How are you?” the expression blesses the name of God for being well and was the standard response Zayn gave whenever he greeted his friend Joel Rosenberg, the Jewish human rights worker from Teaneck, New Jersey. The irony of this so delighted Joel that he had nicknamed Zayn “BHS.”
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As we left behind the verdant sloping hills and descended into the industrial zone of Ashkelon, I marveled at my American memory, but more so at Zayn’s Palestinian one. Soon we came upon the same prison we had passed on that first taxi ride out of Gaza. We caught the red light at the intersection directly in front of it. Zayn shifted into first gear and the car stopped. Our gazes turned to the hulking building on the right. Zayn’s eyes narrowed. He was focused on someone near the building.


“Mish mumkin,” he said, almost to himself. “No way!” He glanced quickly in the rearview mirror and turned the car suddenly into the right lane and around the corner, driving slowly alongside a long wall of the prison, as close to the curb as he could get. Knowing that the car’s blue license plate indicated that it was from the West Bank, I eyed the guard tower.


“What are you doing?”


Ignoring me, Zayn slowed the car more as we came upon a man on the sidewalk making his way toward us. He walked slightly hunched with his hands jammed into his pants pockets that were the same khaki color as his button-up shirt and jacket. When he looked up, Zayn honked the car horn, grinning and waving wildly. The man slowed his pace, ducked his head slightly to see through the car window, and broke into an equally wide grin, waving back.


Zayn hesitated but did not stop the car, instead shouting in Hebrew, “Mashlom mekh? How are you?” through my passenger window.


“Beseder, OK,” came the reply. “Manee shma? What’s up?” The man caught a glimpse of me and his smile broadened.


Zayn signaled left, made a U-turn and pulled back onto the road to Gaza.


“Who was that?” I nearly shouted.


“A guard from the prison,” he answered.


“You mean from the time you were a prisoner?”


“Yes.”


The facades of gray industrial buildings and white-washed walls blurred past.


“Was he one of the better guards?” I finally asked.


Zayn hesitated before responding, “Not really.”


The car’s engine shifted gears as we reached the outskirts of Ashkelon, making our way steadily to the Gaza border.




2


Crumbling Myths


How did Becky Klein, a nice Jewish girl from the Midwest, find herself on the Gaza border? My American memory of the region first began forming as a seventeen-year-old foreign exchange student. I had been studying Spanish at my suburban Cincinnati high school and hoped to go to Spain. My second-choice country—Israel—reflected an undefined interest in my Jewish roots, and is where I landed in June 1980, the summer before my senior year.


So it was that Palestine revealed itself to me in layers. The first one was Kiryat Yam, a middle-class suburb of Haifa populated mostly by Jews who had escaped from Europe. They lived and worked alongside Jews from across the Arab world who had abandoned communities with deep cultural and historical roots to Judaize a land depopulated of fellow Arabs.


My host family, the Bernsteins, lived in a third-floor walkup, one of the apartment blocks built quickly and on a large enough scale to house unpredictable numbers of immigrants, post-World War II. The parents, Yacov and Esther, were employed in Haifa’s industrial sector and were proud Labor Party supporters. They had two children, Eitan and Tali, my host sister with whom I spent an idyllic summer swimming in the Mediterranean a few blocks away, taking day trips to Haifa, and exploring the country’s endless beauty. Tali’s friends—Ruti, Hertzl, Rami—became mine, along with the rhythms of her family’s life.


The parents’ workday ended in the early afternoon, six days a week. Esther usually arrived home first, puffing up the three flights of stairs. She would bustle into the kitchen—her brunette waves dampened into a frame of her glistening pink face—laden with groceries acquired en route from work. Once the schnitzel was in the oven or the potatoes on the boil, she would call to Tali to watch over things while she showered.


One midsummer’s day, Esther and I sat sipping iced coffee while lunch cooked. Freshly showered, she lamented having to rush home and bathe after work, even though showers were provided for the workers.


“I don’t like to use them,” she told me.


“Why not?” I asked.


She wrinkled her nose.


“Because the Arabs use them.”


Her words were like the flash of something dark that I didn’t want to see—like catching the tail end of a bird in flight, its prey dangling.
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In August I returned to the home of my childhood—the home of my oldest American memories of darkness and light. Spending three months abroad had altered my view of the world. Returning to a Midwestern suburb and the trivial concerns of high school life was disorienting after a summer hitchhiking and exploring a place featured regularly in the evening news. My alienation increased when my father was diagnosed with advanced-stage prostate cancer in December. As his once-imposing body withered in our home, so did my relationship to the place and the people with whom I grew up.


All my life I had been a star student, involved in extracurricular activities and with an active circle of friends. But as that last year of high school progressed, I found myself spending more time with my teachers and less time with my friends. I thought constantly of being in Israel, and planned to postpone college to return. I was coming close to being kicked off of the drill team for missing practices, despite having aspired for years to be on it for the badge of popularity it bestowed. In calculus one afternoon that spring, I was greeted with the first “F” of my school career when handed back a test. It took me a moment to recognize the large red letter staring back at me from the white space at the bottom of the last page. I blinked hard and felt as if I were entering a narrowing tunnel, the teacher’s voice reviewing the test echoed at a faint distance.


The school year ended with the news that the cancer had spread throughout my father’s body. Further chemo and radiation treatments were pointless. He came home from the hospital for the last time in July.


As a father he had been distant and critical, inclined to yell about mistakes and faults rather than to encourage talents and success. But one day that summer, the phone rang to reveal another side of him I never knew existed.


My father was an elementary school gym teacher and one of his students—a young girl in maybe the second or third grade—called to talk to him. He had missed the last several weeks of the school year, and she heard he was sick. There was concern in her innocent voice.


I explained that he was sleeping and couldn’t come to the phone.


“Tell him April said hi,” she said. Then she added, “I miss him.”


Sometimes the people in our lives—those we’ve always known and those we are just beginning to know—are revealed to us by voices both unseen and unforeseen.


My father’s condition worsened throughout the summer. I told my mother that I would cancel my trip to Israel, as things didn’t look good. When she informed my father, who was back in the hospital, his response was, “Tell Becky she should go.” He didn’t want me to cancel.


In my father’s waning days, he reached out to my mother and younger sister, the main target of his ire during my childhood, apologizing for his hurtful and often cruel behavior. My well-behaved, straight-A defenses had shielded me, to a certain extent, from the worst of his outbursts, so I got no such apology. What I received instead was permission to explore this part of me—one that in many ways came from him. It was my father’s parting gift to me.


He died that August, in 1981.
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Late that summer, I boarded a flight for Tel Aviv.


I had signed up for a six-month work-study program called an ulpan, which was on a kibbutz nestled in the Carmel Mountains, overlooking the Mediterranean.


Greeting me at Kibbutz Ma’ayan Zvi was a poster peeling from a wall just inside the front gate. With a sky-blue background and white block Hebrew letters, it implored, “Rok lo Likud, Just Not Likud.” A remnant from that summer’s national political campaign, the sign was a three-word editorial on the right-wing party that had, in fact, won the election in June 1981.


I studied Hebrew and worked in the kibbutz’s orchards and optics factory, intending to explore further my Jewish heritage, partially funded by the Jewish Community Center (JCC). This is when I met Palestinians for the first time.


On my way to the kibbutz’s communal dining room every day, I passed a construction site dotted with Palestinian workers. They moved among the rubble and ladders like specters: faces bronzed by the sun and heads of dark curls dusted white. The scrape of their rubber sandals echoed off the cement as they worked, their collar bones rippling and poking against their skin as they hoisted cinderblocks. They were most likely day laborers from the West Bank or Gaza, hired to build another dormitory to house Jews from the West like me who thought ourselves returning to “our homeland,” claiming “our birthright.” But the JCC brochure describing the kibbutz’s communal living had said nothing about them.


The group of foreigners participating in the ulpan included some who were considering aliya. Aliya—to go up, to rise, to ascend to a higher place, in this case the “Promised Land.” Those planning to immigrate would talk, slightly breathless, of “making aliya” with their Scottish brogues, crisp Queen’s English, and Brooklyn accents that drew out consonants into sloshy vowels.


There were others on the ulpan—leftist Americans, feminists from Europe—who had a more critical view of the Israeli government. I gravitated toward three of them in the ulpan’s social milieu—Pauline, Dave, and Andrew. They were older and had more serious natures that were closer to my own.


The program was managed by a man named Yitzhak. Shaped like a matryoshka doll, Yitzhak wore a plaid billed cap and ash gray windbreaker, regardless of the weather. He always had his balled fists stuffed into both pockets. This seemed to balance him as he walked, bobbing slightly, to and from his apartment where he lived alone. His froggy voice recited rules he took pleasure in having memorized. “Because that’s the way it is,” was the only explanation offered to someone questioning him. Announcements of activities on the information board would often be followed by bold, capital letters: “THIS FUN ACTIVITY IS MANDATORY.”


One afternoon after first arriving, I returned to the dormitory early from my work detail, sick from the unfamiliar heat. I came upon Yitzhak tacking up one such notice, his shirt sleeves uncharacteristically rolled up against the late summer swelter. As I leaned forward to read the notice, the blur of six numbers tattooed on his left forearm bit through my summer haze. The crudely inked mark, wrinkled and made uneven by the aging of his skin, lay not quite buried under the brush of his arm hair. He hadn’t noticed me until that moment. My stare didn’t shift quickly enough. He grumbled a question about why I wasn’t at work but didn’t wait for an answer, turning back toward his office. The door clicked shut, cutting me off mid-sentence.


On a rapidly cooling afternoon that fall of 1981, a lecture called “Being an Arab in Israel” was arranged by Yitzhak. With no other mention of Arabs or Palestinians during the rest of the program, this seemed an attempt by the kibbutz to display its liberal credentials. Rousted from our afternoon naps, we were herded into a kibbutz meeting room by Yitzhak. At the front of the room, a short, mustached man in a brown wool jacket stood next to a chalk board. He nodded and smiled as the group filed in. Yitzhak greeted him and they chatted. Steel-legged chairs scraped against the tiled floor as we took our seats.


“This ought to be interesting,” quipped a kid named Todd, from Brooklyn. Draped over his chair was a jean jacket with an extremist insignia—a clenched fist thrust into the heart of a Star of David— stitched on the back.


Finally, the group’s chatter gave way to Yitzhak making an awkward introduction. Elias Jabbour spoke about life as an Arab in Israel. I’m sure he must have cited statistics, talked of demographics and democracy, Israeli style. As a teacher, he must have spoken of the education system and the curriculum. I remember nothing of what he said, with one exception. At the end of his talk, he invited anyone who was interested to visit him in his village, Shefa ‘Amr.


I don’t know exactly why I lingered after the lecture while my classmates filtered out into the twilight, but I did. I had been listening carefully to the criticisms leveled against Israeli policies by some of my leftist friends, although mostly they went over my head or just confused me. Why were they at the ulpan if they had such dim views of the Jewish state? And why weren’t they here with me now?


I had also listened carefully to what Elias had said. Now I wondered about what hadn’t been said—by Pauline and Dave and Andrew—but mostly by Elias himself.


“So, how would I get there from here?” I asked him.


Together we sat in the empty room as he patiently answered my questions and then gave me directions to his village.


I planned to go on a Saturday morning, early enough so I could make it back before nightfall and for work the next day. Invitations to my ulpan friends to join me were met with awkward silences, or even more awkward reasons why they couldn’t go. My roommate Ilana, a sweet, bookish girl from Brooklyn with wiry hair and glasses, kept asking me, “Where are you going?” I repeated the name of the village, and she would murmur it back in a slightly hushed tone, volumes of Martin Buber and Nietzsche lined up neatly behind her on a bookshelf.
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On the appointed day I rose early, stopped by the empty kibbutz dining room, and wrapped a couple of boiled eggs in a napkin to eat on the bus. I passed through the kibbutz gate and crossed the road to the bus stop. Waiting for the bus to Haifa to descend the hill from Zichron Ya’acov, the nearest town perched about a mile above the kibbutz, I turned toward the plain below—a patchwork of geometric fields, redtiled roofs and fishponds spread out toward the coastline in the early morning light. The Mediterranean’s foamy lip edged the background; beyond, its gray gaping mouth swallowed the horizon.


In the slow Saturday Haifa bus station, I was to board a Nazareth bound bus. Elias specified that it should not be one going to “Nazareth Illit” or Upper Nazareth, the Jewish part of the city from where it would be difficult to get to Shefa ‘Amr. As several shiny Nazareth Illit buses came and went, I stood on the edge of a group of Palestinians: thin men in dirty jeans and tattered sweaters hauling home bundles of food and the dust of their construction jobs; waiters wearing creased black pants and shirts once pressed crisp, now stained with remnants of Shabbat dinner specials and sweat; mothers carrying bags stuffed with clothes, and grandmothers grasping children and smiling at me from under brightly colored scarves.


The Plexiglas windows of that Nazareth stop had been broken long ago, if indeed they ever existed. Sheltering the waiting passengers were pieces of cardboard. Old boxes bearing the logo of Osem biscuits and Lipton tea had been fashioned into “windows,” covering the spaces created by the intersecting metal poles of the bus stand and offering a kind of protection from the weather. Low winter clouds began shedding a misty rain. One of the older women nodded toward the shelter and arched her eyebrows at me.


“Ta’ali jewah. Come inside,” she urged.


As the mist thickened, I moved forward and joined them. When the bus finally arrived, gears grinding loudly and coughing occasional black smoke, the group surged forward and funneled in. The driver hesitated when I gave him my money.


“Rotze Illit? Do you want Illit?” he asked in Hebrew, confirming my actual destination.


“Lo. No, Nazareth.”


He shrugged and handed me my ticket.


The ride south and east was accompanied by new sounds and smells: crunchy rings of sesame bread dipped in a mix of dried herbs that was twisted into scraps of newspaper—za’atar, as I would later come to know it; the sound of Arabic music on the radio, melodious and warbly to my ear then; and in Nazareth, the bustle of a city not observing a Sabbath.


From the bus station I had been instructed to take a taxi to Shefa ‘Amr. Elias had written his address and phone number in Arabic on a piece of paper when we talked after his lecture. I took it out of my bag to give to the driver, unfolding it as I reached over the front seat. Glimpsing it for the first time since that meeting, the slant and curves of the mysterious letters seemed to relax on the paper.


The taxi headed north to the section of the country that is the entrance to the Galilee, with its valleys and hills stretching away from the sea. Soon the taxi was climbing one of the seven hills that dominate the landscape of Shefa ‘Amr, its engine knocking loudly as the driver maneuvered through the narrow streets. Not quite at the top of one of the hills, we stopped at a modest house surrounded by a concrete wall. The driver honked the horn, and soon Elias emerged, waving and smiling. “Ahlan wa sahlan,” he welcomed me.


I met his wife Siham and we all drank tea together. Elias then suggested I visit the school where he taught. Walking a short distance down the hill, we entered a one-story beige building surrounded by a dusty courtyard. An elderly man with a white scarf folded around his head emerged from the side of the building and opened the door, nodding a near-toothless smile.


The damp, cool air trapped inside greeted us in the classroom we entered. Elias flipped a switch and an anemic glow leaked from a bulb hanging from a ceiling wire. He pushed aside some broken chairs and gestured toward a desk. I sat down and looked around. The blackboard was a slab of slate laid into a space where the concrete had been chiseled out, producing a scalloped frame around it. A few Arabic words were written on the board, and off to the side a couple of names were written in English, adorned with hearts and smiley faces—Tayseer, Munir. I kept squinting to see the glass in the windows that wasn’t there.


Soon a young man joined us. Ibrahim was one of Elias’s students. They showed me around the rest of the school: several similarly appointed rooms, some of which opened onto the courtyard, with or without doors. Struggling geraniums pushed out of Nido powdered milk cans that lined the schoolyard wall.


I took in the scene around me. When I thought of my host sister’s modern, well-equipped school that I had seen the year before, it was hard to believe I was in the same country.


We returned to Elias’s house, where his wife had prepared lunch. On a low table that had been covered with newspaper there was a pot of tightly wrapped stuffed grape leaves, glistening in the afternoon light like wet cigars. Aromas suggesting garlic, lemon and olive oil filled the small sitting room. Next to bowls of homemade yogurt and olives, a stack of plates waited patiently. We all took a seat around the table.


About this time the kibbutzniks would be lining up for their midday meal: chicken schnitzel and boiled potatoes, tomato and cucumber salad, squares of pale bread spread with margarine the color of creamed corn.


Elias handed me a loaf of still-warm pita bread and invited me to begin the meal. Siham piled a handful of grape leaves on a plate and gave it to me with a shy smile, revealing a gold-capped tooth. Each mouthful of food revealed something new: allspice seeped through the papery grape leaves; the olives hosted the mild tang of the salt and lemon liquid in which they floated. At the end of the meal, the little piles of olive pits and scraps of leftover bread were rolled up into the newspaper, leaving behind a perfectly clean table on which was served delicate cups of sweet Arabic coffee.


In the late afternoon, I said goodbye to my hosts and once again climbed into a serveece. Shefa ‘Amr lay quiet in the day’s siesta. As the car descended a hill, we passed a few people along the roadside—mostly older men walking toward the mosque, fingering prayer beads or smoking, lost in thought. About halfway down the hill, the driver pulled over, yielding the narrow road to a massive truck making its way up. The car idled near the front gate of a small home. On the veranda of the house, a woman stood holding a child—a little girl about two with hair the color of burnished brass, her cheek resting on the woman’s shoulder. She shifted in her mother’s arms, wanting a better look at the stranger peering out of the window. I leaned forward, my face almost touching the glass.


The truck passed slowly, struggling under its load but making progress. The effort shook the ancient bedrock beneath me.


I smiled at the girl, raised my hand to the glass, and waved.


A couple of weeks later, there was a note in my kibbutz mailbox instructing me to come to the main office for a delivery. I was excited at the prospect of a care package from my mom, if a bit surprised that she’d send something so large that it couldn’t fit into my mailbox. An “x” had been slashed across a box next to a line explaining why it hadn’t been delivered. What the explanation was, I didn’t understand. After lunch I took the paper to the office. A middle-aged woman was sorting through letters when I walked in and handed her the note. She went into a back room and emerged with a regular envelope.


Before I left she looked at me and asked, “Ulpan?”


I told her yes.


Her eyebrows arched slightly.


I thought she would continue, but she said nothing else. Turning to close the door behind me as I left, I noticed her looking at me even as I walked away.


Back in my room I opened the envelope. The return address was written in two languages: the city, Shefa ‘Amr, was in English, and the rest was in Arabic. It was a letter from Ibrahim, the contents of which I’ve long ago forgotten. It must have told me how happy he was to meet me, about his activities in the village—soccer perhaps?—and ended with a fervent wish for me to write him back. The appearance of the letter, though, is still vivid: Framing the entire page were tiny, hand-drawn flowers—green stems and leaves hosting red-petaled blooms, with miniscule dots in the center made with the faintest sweep from the tip of his pen.


I felt my face flush. Without knowing why, I tore the kibbutz notice into pieces and hurled it into the pink plastic trash can at the foot of my bed.


[image: ]


In the spring of 1982, I returned to the U.S. and enrolled at the University of Cincinnati. There I met Nadia—a Palestinian-American and my future Ramallah roommate. She was just finishing her undergraduate studies and preparing for graduate school at Temple University in Philadelphia. She introduced me to other Arabs and international students, and to the works of writers like Noam Chomsky and Edward Said, whose books on Palestinian history and U.S.-Israeli relations helped explain what I had seen on the kibbutz and in Shefa ‘Amr. An entirely new view of the world was opening to me.


And then that June, Israel invaded Lebanon. In September, the Sabra and Shatilla massacre of over a thousand Palestinian civilian refugees in less than forty-eight hours shocked the world. As Israel’s culpability in the slaughter came to light, public opinion began doubting its victim role in the region, not to mention its much vaunted “purity of arms.” The unquestioning loyalty accorded the Jewish state was being questioned by many American Jews for the first time. The myth was beginning to crumble.


Nadia introduced me to a progressive Middle East historian at Temple, and I transferred there to finish my degree. In many ways, my undergraduate education was a re-education of almost everything I had been taught, not only about Middle East history but American history and politics as well. My political activity on behalf of Palestinian rights and progressive causes defined my time at Temple, and there was no question in my mind what I would do as soon as I graduated: return to the region, but this time to live in the Palestinian community.


Living in Philadelphia—the birthplace of American Quakerism—facilitated making contacts with the Quaker school in Ramallah. The school had a sizable Palestinian-American population: teenagers (and younger) whose parents had sent them to Ramallah from the States to finish high school with the dual goal of strengthening their knowledge of Arabic, and escaping (their parents thought) the sex, drugs and rock-and-roll culture of U.S. high schools. There was a parallel English language curriculum to accommodate these students.


In September 1986, the Friends School hired me to teach social studies.
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A Garden Blooms


The first time I visited Zayn’s house, a cement mixer greeted me as I walked through the metal gate surrounding the yard. The opening of the contraption where the ingredients were fed gaped empty. Black buckets of gravel and sand were abandoned around the machine, and a dusty water hose snaked around its feet. Opposite it—separated by a path leading from the street to the front veranda—was the garden, verdant and intricate with its bushes of fragrant basil, plain earthy potatoes, and showy trees of lemon and almond. I hadn’t intended on going there, but with Zayn one’s intentions could dissipate like drops of water in a hot skillet that dance on the surface and sizzle away.


Our sojourns between Ramallah and Gaza had taken on a certain pattern through the winter and into the spring of 1988. I would contact him in Ramallah through friends or in Gaza through Tawfiq, the human rights lawyer.


“You can leave me at Faiza’s,” I would casually remind him about my plan to go to a friend’s house as we merged into the bustle of Gaza traffic.


“I’m inviting you to drink coffee,” he would reply, as if this had slipped my mind.


“But I have an appointment. She’s expecting me.”


At first I could talk my way out of his car relatively easily. But with each successive trip, this push and pull became a ritual of our Gaza drives. So I tried being more strategic in my rationale for going straight to my friend Faiza’s.


“She asked me to bring her some medicine from Ramallah that she’s been waiting for.”


“Really, just ten minutes,” he would reply lightly, almost laughing.


Every time I saw Faiza’s apartment building fade into the rearview mirror, I silently swore that I would never accept a ride with him again.


But with each trip, Zayn’s plans, sprung on me as we got closer to Faiza’s, grew more elaborate. Having coffee became lunch with friends I just had to meet. A brief errand morphed into visits that stretched out into the late afternoon. On one trip, I mentioned that I hadn’t been to the seaside in Gaza. So he drove me to a remote swath of beach where I stood and watched the waves break along the empty shore while Zayn stayed in the car, watching me nervously. In the midst of the intifada, Palestinians did not go to the beach.
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