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In memory of Mame Lambeth, my person. And in memory of Aminah Abulhawa, the person I always waited for.






GLOSSARY


	abaya

	A simple, loose overgarment or cloak, worn by some women in parts of North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. In Kuwait, they are traditionally black and are worn by both men and women.

	adan

	Muslim call to worship.

	ahlan

	One of the many forms of “welcome” in Arabic.

	alhamdulillah

	Gratitude to God.

	alhamdulillah assalameh

	Gratitude to God for your safety (safe arrival).

	Allahu akbar

	God is bigger. This phrase is used in every conceivable situation to invoke a belief that God is bigger than any circumstance, and God is all-knowing in whatever afflicts or blesses humans.

	Allah yustor

	God protect.

	almas

	Diamond.

	ammi, ammo

	Palestinian colloquial for “uncle,” used to address older male relatives or any elder men as a sign of respect.

	
argileh


	Hookah, smoking pipe.

	aseeleh

	A woman rooted in tradition and good manners.

	babbour

	A type of kerosene camp stove.

	bismillah

	In the name of God.

	bizir

	Roasted watermelon seeds.

	booza

	Ice cream. Booza dhahab is a popular ice cream in Kuwait.

	dabke

	Literally means “stomping of the feet”; it is a native Levantine folk dance performed by Palestinians, Lebanese, Syrians, and Jordanians. The dance combines lines or circles of men and women, dancing in coordinated movements that vary from one region to another.

	dawali

	Grape leaves.

	dhuhr

	Noon.

	dinar

	A unit of currency; the Kuwaiti dinar (KD) is roughly three times stronger than the US dollar. One KD equals approximately 3.37 USD as of late 2019.

	dishdasha

	A loose, ankle-length garment, usually with long sleeves, worn throughout Africa, Persia, the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula, and Iraq. Men’s disdashas are simple, traditionally white or gray, whereas women’s dishdashas vary from simple to ornately patterned and colorful.

	diwaniya

	A large room where men in the Gulf region receive male guests to conduct business or socialize. Traditional diwaniyas boast seating on floor cushions that line the walls around the room. Sitting or hosting a diwaniya is an important feature of the social and economic fabric of male life in Kuwait.

	dua’a

	A prayer to God.

	dunum

	A unit of land equivalent to approximately one quarter of an acre.

	el hilw ma byinsa el halawa

	The sweet do not forget the sweets.

	enshallah

	God willing.

	fajr

	Sunrise.

	fajr salat

	Sunrise worship, the first of five daily worships in Islam.

	fallahi

	Singular masculine form of fallah, which refers to the peasant class.

	Fatiha

	Generally means “the opening,” but specifically refers to the opening Surah in the Quran. In the context where it’s mentioned in the prose, the Fatiha is traditionally recited for the souls of the dead.

	fattoush

	A Levantine salad common to Palestine, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. It typically includes lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, radishes, and fried pieces of pita bread. Some families also like to add green peppers, green onions, and parsley. In Arabic, the word fattoush is derived from fatteh, which literally means “crumbs” (which is also the origin of the word feta for cheese).

	frangie

	Westerners.

	fuul

	Fava beans, usually in the form of a paste dipped with spices and olive oil.

	
ghada


	Lunch, the biggest meal of the day in Arab societies.

	ghutra-o-egal

	Traditional headwear of Arab men. The ghutra is the cloth head covering, which is held in place with an egal, a black chord, worn doubled on the crown of the head.

	habibi

	Singular masculine form of “my beloved.”

	habibti

	Singular feminine form of “my beloved.”

	haader, ya sit el kol

	The literal translation—“present, lady of all”—is an affectionate way of saying “yes, ma’am.”

	ha’ek alay

	A way of saying “my bad” or “please forgive me.” The literal translation doesn’t make sense in English: “your justice is on me.”

	hajjeh

	A title of respect for an elderly woman, particularly if she undertook the Haj pilgrimage to Mecca.

	hammam

	Public bathhouse associated with Islamic culture. Bathers begin by relaxing in steamy hot rooms, where they are then lathered and scrubbed with special loofas to remove layers of dead skin, followed by a massage with essential oils and a cooling period. Variations include dips in ice-cold water before the massage, or relaxation on hot tiles in dry rooms.

	hara

	Neighborhood, typically in poorer areas.

	haram

	Sinful.

	hawiyya

	Identity, ID card.

	
hummus


	A protein-rich paste made with tahini (ground sesame seeds), garbanzo beans, garlic, olive oil, lemon juice, and salt. For centuries, hummus has been a staple food in Levantine societies—Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan—though it is common throughout the Arab world.

	ibriq

	Coffee- or teapot.

	immi

	Palestinian colloquial for “my mother.”

	istaghfar Allah

	Literally translates to “I seek forgiveness in God.” It is often uttered in proximity to transgressions, misdeeds, or evil as supplication. It is also used in humor.

	jafra

	A popular dabke style that encompasses an entire genre of songs, which can vary significantly but still keep a basic rhythm that is recognizable from one song to another, lending itself to consistent forms of dabke dances.

	jameed

	Hard, dry, salted yogurt made from sheep or goat milk. It is the main ingredient in mansaf. The milk is filtered through fine cheesecloth to make thick yogurt, to which salt is added daily to further thicken the yogurt and drain away the whey. When it is sufficiently thick, it is balled into spheres and dried for days in the shade.

	khala

	One of the many ways to say “auntie.”

	Khaleeji

	Of or pertaining to the region of the Arabian or Persian Gulf.

	khamr

	Literal translation refers to a fermented or brewed substance. In the prose, it means alcohol.

	
khaneeth


	Faggot.

	khanjar

	A traditional dagger with an extremely sharp curved edge, originally from Oman. Often ornate, they are worn by men for ceremonial occasions.

	kheir

	Blessings. Can be used as a question—Kheir?—meaning “What?”

	khobz

	Bread.

	knafe

	A cheesy dessert.

	kuffiyeh

	Checkered scarf, traditionally worn as men’s headdress, but popularly around the neck among young people of all genders. The black and white version is typical among Palestinians, and has come to symbolize Palestinian nationalism. A red and white version is also worn among Palestinians as well as Arabs throughout West Asia and North Africa.

	kuzbarat el ajooz

	Literally meaning “spice of the old lady,” but specifically refers to wild Venus-hair, an herb.

	labneh

	A type of soft cheese made by straining yogurt (laban). Typically eaten as a snack or light food in the Levant region (Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan).

	mansaf

	Popular Levantine dish of lamb cooked in a jameed sauce (fermented dried yogurt) and served over rice, with nuts and other garnishes. It is the national dish of Jordan, but also common in Palestine, Iraq, Syria, and some Gulf countries.

	maqlooba

	Traditional Palestinian dish eaten throughout the Levant. It consists of layers of meat, rice, and vegetables in special spice mixtures. The name translates to “flipped” or “upside down,” because the pot is flipped upside down when served.

	mashawi

	Grilled meats.

	matchboos

	A national dish of Kuwait, Bahrain, and Qatar, it consists of rice cooked in a special spice mix (cardamom, peppercorns, cinnamon, coriander, cloves, cumin, nutmeg, paprika) with black lime and topped with a browned and spicy tomato sauce.

	mezze

	Snack foods or appetizers, typically consisting of various cheeses, salads, and spreads (such as hummus, mhammara, labneh).

	mhammara

	Translates to “reddened,” and refers to a dip originally from Syria. It is made from roasted Aleppo peppers, garlic, crushed walnuts, olive oil, pomegranate, and breadcrumbs.

	mistika

	A resin obtained from the mastic tree (Pistacia lentiscus). Also called Arabic gum; used to flavor foods and desserts.

	mitkawteen

	Non-Kuwaiti natives who are granted Kuwait citizenship.

	mlookhiya

	The leaves of a jute plant, typically eaten as a stew by the same name. The dish is thought to have originated in ancient Egypt or India. It is traditionally cooked with chicken or chicken stock and garlic, and served with rice and squeezed lemon.

	mo’akhar

	Part of Islamic marriage contracts, which list two types of mahr (dowry): The muqaddam is paid up front to seal the marriage. The mo’akhar is a deferred payment in the event of divorce or death of the husband.

	msakhan

	A traditional layered Palestinian dish, with a large piece of taboun bread at the base, covered with heaps of caramelized onions and generous spicing with sumac, topped off with roasted chicken, toasted almonds, and pine nuts.

	mukhtar

	The “chosen,” refers to an elder elected by the village council as a leader and arbiter of dispute.

	Nabulsi cheese

	A white brined cheese that originated from Nablus, Palestine, 7000-9000 years ago.

	nahr

	River.

	ney

	A wind instrument similar to the flute, traditionally made from hollow cane or reed with holes for the fingers and thumb. It is one of the oldest musical instruments still in use.

	niqab

	A face veil that leaves openings only for the eyes.

	osool

	Derived from the word “origin” or “roots,” it refers in the prose to having principles and traditional good values.

	qabbah

	Embroidered chest piece of a thobe (caftan).

	radah

	Embroidered shoulder piece of a thobe (caftan).

	Rashida, habibit Baba

	Rashida, Daddy’s beloved.

	Romi

	Refers to the era of the Roman Empire.

	
sabaho


	Mornin’. Shortened way of saying “good morning.”

	salamtik, alf salamah

	Literally means “blessings on you, a thousand blessings,” but is meant to convey gratitude to God for someone’s wellness, especially after being ill.

	salat

	Worship.

	shabab

	The youth.

	shabka

	Literally means “binding” or “web.” It refers to the gold jewelry, including the wedding ring, that’s meant to “tie” the newlyweds. It is considered an important part of weddings in Arab societies, as it is also meant to offer some financial security for the bride.

	shakshouka

	An Arab dish that originated in Morocco, whereby eggs are poached in a tomato base with chili peppers, garlic, cinnamon, cumin, cayenne, paprika, nutmeg, and other spices. Shakshouka is among a long list of Arab cuisines being appropriated as “Israeli food” even though these dishes predate Israel by hundreds of years.

	sharmoot

	Whore, singular masculine form; in context, “sharmoot, ibn sharmoota”: whore, son of a whore.

	sharmoota

	Whore, singular feminine form.

	sidi

	Palestinian colloquial for “grandfather” or “papa.”

	sirwal

	Baggy trousers made from light material, typically worn under a dishdasha in Arab countries. Different forms of the sirwal are also worn in Iran, India, and Pakistan.

	sitt

	Ms.

	sitti

	Palestinian colloquial for “grandmother” or “granny.”

	souq

	Market.

	subhan Allah

	Praise God.

	taboon

	A clay oven used for thousands of years in Palestine to bake bread. It has an opening at the bottom where the fire is stoked. Traditionally used communally by villagers or large families. The flat bread made in a taboon is called by the same name.

	takht

	Literally means “bed,” but refers to the musical ensemble typically from Egypt and the Levant and consisting of the oud, qanun, kamanjah, ney, riq, and darbakka instruments.

	taqseem

	Literally means “division,” but refers to instrumental improvisations that precede traditional musical compositions.

	tarab

	There is no equivalence to this word in the English language. It describes the emotional, even spiritual, transformation that occurs when one feels a convergence with music. The phenomenon of being “transported” by music is epitomized by tarab. Appreciating classical Arabic songs involves an understanding of this concept.

	tatreez

	Embroidery.

	tfadaloo

	Welcome (plural).

	
thobe


	Traditional embroidered caftan.

	thuhr

	Afternoon.

	um

	Mother of.

	waleh

	A versatile word in colloquial Arabic that can range from an insult to an endearment, depending on context. Waleh is the feminine form of wala. An English equivalent might be the urban use of the words girl and boy. Said among friends, “girl” is familiar and endearing. But said by a white supremacist to a black or brown woman, it is an insult. The context in this book is the former.

	wudu

	Ablution. Ritual cleansing in Islam before worship practices.

	ya Sater

	O Protector. Referencing God to call for protection, it is an expression meant to convey caution, trepidation, or generally fear of the unknown.

	yalla

	A versatile word in the Arabic language. Translates to “let’s go” but can be used in a wide range of contexts with different meanings. For example, it can mean “get over it,” “forget it,” “do it,” or “get moving.”

	yaqoot

	Ruby; gem.

	yis’ed soutik

	Literal translation is “may your voice be happy.” It is meant to convey love and joy at hearing the voice of a dear one.

	yumma

	Palestinian fallahi (peasant) colloquial for “mother.”

	za’atar

	Thyme, often crushed and combined with sesame to be consumed with olive oil and bread.

	
zaffa


	Traditional wedding procession leading the newlyweds and wedding party through the streets to the wedding reception. Typically the procession is led by dancers and a musical ensemble of bendir drums, bagpipes, and horns.

	zaghareet

	Ululations—long, high-pitched vocal trilling produced by emitting a loud tone accompanied by a rapid back-and-forth movement of the tongue. It is typically practiced by women to express great joy.

	zakira

	Memory.

	zeit

	Oil; usually refers to olive oil.

	zeit-o-za’atar

	Olive oil and za’atar (thyme), a snack commonly eaten in Palestinian society.








I. KUWAIT







THE CUBE, EAST

I LIVE IN the Cube. I write on its glossy gray cinder-block walls however I can—with my nails before, with pencils now that the guards bring me some supplies.

Light comes through the small glass-block window high on the wall, reached only by the many-legged crawling creatures that also reside here. I am fond of the spiders and ants, which have set up separate dominions and manage to avoid each other in our shared nine-square-meter universe. The light of a world beyond, with a sun and moon and stars, or maybe just fluorescent bulbs—I can’t be sure—streams through the window in a prism that lands on the wall in red, yellow, blue, and purple patterns. The shadows of tree branches, passing animals, armed guards, or perhaps other prisoners sometimes slide across the light.

I once tried to reach the window. I stacked everything I had on top of the bed—a bedside table, the small box where I keep my toiletries, and three books the guards had given me (Arabic translations of Schindler’s List, How to Be Happy, and Always Be Grateful). I stretched as tall as I could on the stack but only reached a cobweb.

When my nails were strong and I weighed more than now, I tried to mark time as prisoners do, one line on the wall for each day in groups of five. But I soon realized the light and dark cycles in the Cube do not match those of the outside world. It was a relief to know, because keeping up with life beyond the Cube had begun to weigh on me. Abandoning the imposition of a calendar helped me understand that time isn’t real; it has no logic in the absence of hope or anticipation. The Cube is thus devoid of time. It contains, instead, a yawning stretch of something unnamed, without present, future, or past, which I fill with imagined or remembered life.

Occasionally people come to see me. They carry on their bodies and speech the climate of the world where seasons and weather change; where cars and planes and boats and bicycles ferry people from place to place; where groups gather to play, eat, cry, or go to war. Nearly all of my visitors are white. Although I can’t know when it’s day or night, it’s easy to discern the seasons from them. In summer and spring, the sun glows from their skin. They breathe easily and carry the spirit of bloom. In winter they arrive pale and dull, with darkened eyes.

There were more of them before my hair turned gray, mostly businesspeople from the prison industry (there is such a thing) coming to survey the Cube. These smartly dressed voyeurs always left me feeling hollow. Reporters and human rights workers still come, though not as frequently anymore. After Lena and the Western woman came, I stopped receiving visitors for a while.

The guard allowed me to sit on the bed instead of being locked to the wall when the Western woman, who looked in her early thirties, came to interview me. I don’t remember if she was a reporter or a human rights worker. She may have been a novelist. I appreciated that she brought an interpreter with her—a young Palestinian woman from Nazareth. Some visitors didn’t bother, expecting me to speak English. I can, of course, but it’s not easy on my tongue, and I don’t care to be accommodating.

She was interested in my life in Kuwait and wanted to talk about my “sexuality.” They all want my pussy’s story. They presume so much, take liberties with words they’re not entitled to. She asked if it’s true I was a prostitute.

“You think prostitution has to do with sexuality?” I asked.

Fleeting confusion passed over her face. “No, of course not,” she finally replied. “Let’s move on.”

She was tall, her brown hair loosely tied at the back. She wore jeans and a simple cream blouse, a jacket, and comfortable black shoes. No makeup. I didn’t like her. I liked the interpreter, who was short and dark, like me, and wore red Converse shoes with fourteen black dots on the white rubber toe caps. One dot, then a group of nine dots, then four dots: 194, the code we used to evade Israeli surveillance. Hidden messages were thus assembled from every first, then ninth, then fourth word. That’s how I knew she was more than an interpreter. Her name, I remember, was Lena.

At first I was confused. The 194 method only works with written messages. We couldn’t count, listen, interpret, and speak at the same time. Then I realized Lena was tapping her pencil on certain words as she translated. She must have recognized the moment I figured it out because she smiled slightly. The words she kept tapping were variants of “eat the note,” “mouth the paper,” and “notepad food.”

The interviewer looked down, as if unsure about her next question. “What would you like to talk about?” she asked.

On this particular day, I had been roaming the shores, deserts, and malls of Kuwait in simpler times.

“Zeit-o-za’atar,” I blurted.

“Is that the Palestinian bread dip?” she asked Lena.

Lena nodded, and the woman jotted down some notes, though I could tell she wasn’t interested in the story. I told it anyway.

“When we lived in Kuwait, the Tawjihi scores of the graduating high school class were always published in the newspapers, and Palestinians dominated the top ten graduates every year. Kuwaitis were especially perturbed the year when the top five were all Palestinian, and rumors began circulating that Palestinians were smart because we ate so much zeit-o-za’atar. The whole country went on a zeit-o-za’atar eating binge. Stores could barely keep za’atar stocked on shelves.” I laughed.

The Western woman fidgeted as she listened to Lena translate. Ignoring her growing impatience, I continued: “I knew it wasn’t true, because I ate a lot of za’atar and never did well in school. I got held back in ninth grade for failing both religion and mathematics the same year my brother, Jehad, was invited to skip fourth grade.” Although those had been happier times, I recalled them now with a sense of tragedy and a desire to assure my younger self of her worth and intellect; of her capacity to learn, to believe she was not dumb, as the world had convinced her she was.

The Western woman tried to interrupt me, but I went on: “For a while, I tried to do better and let my little brother tutor me. But once a school believes you’re stupid, no amount of good work will convince them otherwise.”

“Your brother… I read that he was—”

I didn’t let her finish. “My brother is brilliant,” I said. She looked down at her notepad, though she had quit taking notes. I knew she wasn’t interested in these reveries of my childhood. “I don’t care what you read about my brother. Jehad was gentle and vulnerable. When he was in middle school, I found out two boys were bullying him. I gathered my girl posse, and we waited for them outside the school gate and gave them a good hiding. It made Jehad look up to me even more. One summer—”

The Western woman put her hand up. She glanced down at her notepad, covered her written questions with both hands, inhaled deeply, and blinked one of those exaggeratedly long blinks—as if she were breathing through her eyelids—then said, “I read somewhere that you were gang-raped the night Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait.”

I raised one eyebrow, which seemed to make her uneasy. In my peripheral view, Lena’s lips turned up almost imperceptibly.

The woman continued, “I can only imagine the horror of that night, and I’m sorry to bring it up.”

“What makes you think it’s okay to ask me these things?”

Lena hesitated but faithfully translated.

The woman appeared exasperated. “You agreed to be interviewed. That’s why I’m asking questions,” she said, pausing to take another breath through her eyelids. “I had to go through two months of vetting just to have this hour with you. I provided all my questions to the authorities in advance,” she added, almost desperately.

Lena repeated her words in Arabic but communicated something else with her eyes.

Finally I responded: “Ah, the authorities did not run them by me. Rest assured that I shall reprimand them accordingly.” My sarcasm reduced her nearly to tears, which softened me. I added, “But I’ll answer your question: No. I was not gang-raped the night Saddam invaded Kuwait.”

She seemed disappointed, but moved on to ask how I became involved in the resistance. She called it “terrorism.” She asked about my prison cell, which she called a “nice room,” then qualified, “But I know it’s still prison.”

“Are you Jewish?” I asked.

She made another long blink. “I don’t see how that matters.”

“It matters.”

“I’m here as a professional, not a religion.”

“And yet most professionals wouldn’t call this place a nice room,” I said.

Her eyes bore into me. “Considering what you did, I’d say it was nicer than you might deserve. You wouldn’t fare so well in any Arab country. They’d have flogged and hanged you by now.”

She folded her notebook and rose. “I think I have all I need,” she said, motioning to the guard to let them out.

The guard—who had been standing over us, ensuring that neither the Western woman nor the translator touched me or handed me any object—locked my security bracelets to the wall before opening the door.

The woman turned to me. “I just want you to know that my grandparents—”

“—survived the Holocaust,” I finished her sentence.

Her eyes filled with contempt. “As a matter of fact, they did. And they taught me to always be fair. That’s what I was trying to do here,” she said.

Lena started to translate, but I interrupted. “That’s not what you’re doing here,” I said in English with enough scorn to mask the indignity of being shackled to the wall. The guard ordered us to stop speaking and I was grateful, for it allowed me to have the last word. Such a small sliver of control meant everything—everything—to me.

Later came the whistle signaling that my next meal was being pushed through the slot. But as I approached the door, someone on the other side whispered, “Inside the bread.”

I sat down with the tray, tore small pieces of the pita bread, and carefully peered into its pocket, mindful of the ceiling camera. There it was, a tightly folded paper wrapped in plastic. I waited until dark to open it and put it in one of my books, which I pretended to read when light came again.


Stop speaking to reporters. Israel is selling a story that Muslim men abused you your entire life, then forced you to join a terrorist group. They claim Israel saved you, and prison has given you a better life. You’re the only prisoner who gets international visitors. They’re allowed into your cell. That’s unheard of! Think about it. They’re publishing pictures of you in a clean cell with a lot of books to show that Israel is a benevolent nation, even to terrorists. Your family is well. They send their love. We are still fighting to get them a chance to visit. Eat this note.



I didn’t need a signature to know it was from Jumana. This was the first indication I’d had that she was okay. I could barely remember her face, but I missed her. I wished she had written something about Bilal. Some news. Or just his name. Or simply the first letter of his name. B is alive and well. B sends his love. Or just B.

When it was dark again, I put the note in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. I imagined how terrible I must look in those photos in the press. I am not allowed a mirror, but I knew my hair was frizzy without a blow-dryer. It hadn’t yet turned gray as it is now, and I hadn’t stopped caring about such matters. The fuzz over my lip hadn’t been waxed and my eyebrows were bushy. I probably looked exactly how Westerners imagine a terrorist—unkempt, hairy, dark, ugly. But those weren’t the photos that bothered me. It was the ones in the Arab press during my trial, taken in Kuwait all those years ago. I imagined my family seeing them. How much it must have hurt my mother.

But now even that no longer moves me. Nothing can move in confinement, not even the heart.

I didn’t have visitors for a very long time after Lena and the Western woman left. My hair had grown nearly five centimeters when I saw the next human—a guard. She entered the Cube holding a notebook and two mechanical pencils. She could have just slipped them through the door slot, but she chose to enter the Cube, announcing herself over the speaker so that I could lock myself to the wall. I wondered if she was the one who had slipped me the note. She wasn’t allowed to speak, but she smiled, I think, when she saw how excited I was by the delivery on my bed.

I had waged a long battle to gain these writing utensils. But now I wondered what to write. A letter? A story! A journal! Maybe poems? As soon as the metal door slammed shut, and I was unlocked from the wall, I picked up one pencil and opened the notebook.

I stare at the blank pages now, trying to tell my story—everything I confessed to Bilal and everything after. I want to tell it as storytellers do, with emotional anchors, but I recall emotions in name only. My life returns to me in images, smells, and sounds, but never feelings. I feel nothing.






DANCE, RUBY RIVER

I DON’T REMEMBER the first time I danced. Women of my generation were born dancing. It was just something we did when we gathered. We’d form a circle, clapping and singing as each of us entered the middle to roll our hips. But I knew early on, by the way people watched me, that the way I danced was enchanting.

When the music plays, my body moves as it wishes. I never tried to control anything. It was complete surrender to music and all the unseen, unknowable forces it inspired. I let rhythm rub against my body and wrap around my breath. Maybe that’s what people saw, because dancing is the nearest I’ve ever come to true faith.

Eastern dance, what people who don’t know better call “belly dancing,” might look like controlled, orchestrated movement, but it’s exactly the opposite. Our dance is about chaos and anarchy. It is the antithesis of control. It’s about relinquishing power over one’s body, bestowing autonomy on every bone, ligament, nerve, and muscle fiber. On every skin and fat cell. Every organ.

I suppose this is true of every form of native dance, but all I know are the rhythms of the Levant, Babylon, el Khaleej, and North Africa. This is the music that rooted in my body as it matured from infancy, then settled in my bones. The lyrics of Um Kulthum, the plaint of a ney, the melody of a qanuun or the rasp of an oud are the sounds of my life. They echo inside me, through time and with the stories those ancient instruments made. As much as I love the sounds of India—the complex resonance of the sitar or the high-pitched strings of a tumbi—or the deep percussion and multilayered rhythms of African drums and the piercing precision of a xylophone, though they move my body, they do not reach the depths from which music transports me, because they are the sounds of other peoples and stories I only heard as an adult.

Music is like spoken language, inextricable from its culture. If you don’t learn a language early in life, its words will forever come out wrinkled and accented by another world, no matter how well you memorize or love the vocabulary, grammar, and cadences of a new language. This is why foreign “belly dancers” have always bothered me. The use of our music as a prop to wiggle and shimmy and jump around offends me.

Eastern music is the soundtrack of me, and dancing is the only nation I ever claimed, the only religion I comprehend. When I see women “belly dance” to music they do not understand, in clothes of a people they do not know—or worse, disdain—I feel they are colonizing me and all Arab women who are the keepers of our traditions and heritage.



My life began in a two-bedroom apartment in Hawalli, a Kuwait ghetto where Palestinian refugees settled after the Nakba. Although I grew up hearing stories of Palestine, I didn’t get the politics, nor did I care to learn. Even though our father took us there every year to “renew our papers,” Palestine remained the old country in my young mind, a distant place of my grandmother’s generation.

In fourth grade, Gameela, an Egyptian classmate, taunted me once with “Palestinians are stupid. That’s why the Jews stole your country.” I yanked her to the ground by her braids and beat her up good. The school suspended me, entrenching my reputation as a troublemaker. It was one of the few times Sitti Wasfiyeh said she was proud of me. No one in school dared cross me after that.

I never told anyone, until I met Bilal, that I beat up Gameela precisely to get suspended in advance of national school testing. I was barely literate. More than anything, I feared being outed as dumb. Up until then, I had gotten by in school by cheating on tests, through my superior memorization skills, and by fighting. But then my brother, Jehad, began tutoring me when he advanced enough to be almost in the same grade as me. He did it in secret and told me often that I was “really smart.” With his encouragement, I began to read poetry, and in time, I could recite some of the greatest and most erotic love stories in Arabic verse. It was through them that I found a command of the written word.

Mama kept a box of black-and-white photographs from her life in Haifa. Her family had been well-off, but European Jews stole everything when they conquered Palestine in 1948—right down to their furniture, books, and bank accounts. Her family became penniless overnight, then scattered to different corners of the world or died. She didn’t like to talk about it. “What’s the point of picking at scabs?” she’d say, except when I told her what Gameela had said. She called up Gameela’s mama and told her she’d better tie up her loose Egyptian tongue, or she’d cut it out of her face.

“Woman, you better put your hands on your head when you talk about Palestine, or I’ll put my shoe in your mouth,” she yelled into the receiver. It thrilled me to hear my mother berate Gameela’s mother, and I couldn’t stop giggling.

My paternal grandmother, Sitti Wasfiyeh, Hajjeh Um Nabil, lived with us. Unlike Mama, she’d never really left her village in Palestine. Just as I do now in the Cube, my grandmother roamed Ein el-Sultan in her mind. She bored us with tales of her childhood and about people we didn’t know. She was sure we would return someday.

“It’s the oldest city in the world, you cow,” she said to me. “Way long ago. Older than Jericho, even. If you were any good in school you’d know that.” I looked it up later with Jehad’s help, hoping to prove I was smart. “Sitti, I know Ein el-Sultan was established in 7000 BC.”

“You don’t think I know that?” Sitti said. “Maybe you should work on losing some weight. No one is going to marry a cow.”

Sitti Wasfiyeh had moments of kindness too. Braiding my hair in grade school. Teaching me to roll grape leaves, carve zucchini, and bake bread. But she could be mean for no reason at times, which nearly always coincided with calls to her daughters, aunts I had only heard of who lived in Jordan. To make matters worse, my brother could do no wrong in Sitti Wasfiyeh’s eyes, which made her insults all the more wounding. Mama would tell me not to be so sensitive: “She’s an ornery old woman, what can we do? She doesn’t mean any of it.”

I gave it back to Sitti Wasfiyeh when I was fifteen and already believing I was bad. I was the leader of a gang that pulled pranks on teachers. I regularly stole candy from the corner store and one time let a boy kiss me on the lips. I back-talked adults and once even made Sitti Wasfiyeh cry.

“You’re a mean old woman,” I yelled. “That’s why your daughters haven’t asked you to live with them. It’s not because they’re moving, or their houses are too small, or whatever other lies they feed you. It’s because you’re a nasty old woman nobody wants around, and if you don’t learn how to speak to us better, we’re going to throw you out too. All three of us are crammed into one bedroom so you can have your own room. You should be kissing my mother’s feet for what she has done for you. If it was up to me, I’d throw you out on the street. And you know very well your stupid daughters don’t send us a dime. The next time you accuse my mother of taking your money, I might personally throw you the hell out.” No one my age spoke to their elders in such a manner. I was bad.

Mama whacked me with her rubber slipper. “Don’t you ever speak to your grandmother that way,” she screamed, the stings of her slipper on my skin punctuating each word. “If your father, may God rest his soul, were here, he’d put stripes all over your body with his belt.” I was glad my father wasn’t around then. He probably would have done exactly that.

“How can you possibly defend her? She treats you even worse!” I cried.

My mother dropped her slipper, breathless from the effort. She didn’t have much fight in her since Baba died. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and led me toward the veranda, but only after I apologized to Sitti Wasfiyeh, kissed her hand three times, and kept my mouth shut when she said, “You’re like a wild animal. Not raised right.”

Mama gently put her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s sit outside and talk, habibti,” she said. That’s how it was with us. An argument or a whupping was over in seconds, and we were back to habibti and other love words.

“You have to understand. We’re all she has in the world. Somewhere deep inside her, she knows what you say is true. That’s why she’s in there crying. But if she can pretend that I’m the reason her daughters don’t answer her calls, or why they don’t visit or ask her to live with them, then she never has to face the truth that her children have thrown her away. That’s a terrible fate.”

I listened, realizing I was hearing something from the silent depths of my mother. We were a family with secrets, things that lurked in the corners of our lives, unseen, unspoken, but felt in the texture of arguments, the extra length of a pause, the focus of a stare. For example, I didn’t know until many years later that I was probably conceived before my parents married; my father asked for Mama’s hand to avoid scandal and shame. I don’t know if the rumor was true. But it might have been the reason we barely knew her family.

I met them when my maternal grandmother died in Syria, and we traveled to their refugee camp in Yarmouk for the funeral. Everyone was nice to me, my brother, and Mama. But I could tell, from the warmth and love they exchanged with each other but not with Mama, that she had somehow always been on the margins of her family. She didn’t say, but I thought it was because of me or because her father, who died when they were all kids, had loved her most.

“I need a cigarette, habibti. Go inside. Open the third drawer. In the very back, there’s a pack rolled up in socks.”

Mama was always between a pack-a-day habit and “trying to quit” periods. I was the only girl among my friends who wasn’t trying to sneak a smoke at that age. I had read in a comic book how Western companies were using tobacco to kill us slowly and take all our money and resources in the process. Refusing to smoke was an act of rebellion, and I liked to lecture others about the Western conspiracy, but I didn’t want to spoil the moment with Mama, so I dutifully fetched her Marlboro stash as the tea boiled in the kitchen.

“May God bless you for all your days, my daughter,” she said when I returned with the hot pot, two cups, a cut of fresh mint, sugar, and her stale pack of Marlboros. Normally we could see kids playing in the narrow street below our balcony, but it was laundry day, and our clothes hanging to dry obstructed the view. As Mama had taught me, I had hung my brother’s jeans and shirts on the outer lines facing the street, then Mama’s dishdashas. My pants, dresses, and shirts were on the middle lines, hidden from the lustful eyes of adolescent passersby, and finally, on the inner lines close to the edge of the balcony, we hung our underwear. Instead of looking out at the goings-on in the street, all I could see were our panties fluttering in the wind under a blue sky.

Pouring the tea, I said, “Mama, you have to stop her. She’s awful.”

“Sometimes I want to take her to Amman to live with her daughters, but it’s not right.” She lit the cigarette and sucked, closed her eyes, and lifted her chin with satisfaction, releasing a cloud of smoke from her mouth. “Your father, may God rest his soul, made me promise to care for his mother, no matter what.” Promises to the dead were sacrosanct.

My mother would stand up to Sitti Wasfiyeh when she wanted, but most of the time she just let things be. Unlike me, Mama was never one for drama, unless it involved someone hurting her children, which was why she once threatened her mother-in-law with a kitchen knife. I was maybe seven years old and had just come in to eat before going back out to play, but Mama insisted I stay in. “Besides,” she teased, “I think you might be getting too old to play with boys. They might think you’re sweet on them.”

I didn’t hear what Sitti Wasfiyeh said, but my mother went to the kitchen and came back with a knife. “By God and His Prophet, I will cut your tongue if you ever utter such a thing again.”

Later I asked her what Sitti Wasfiyeh had said. Mama shooed me away. “Mind your business and don’t meddle in grown-up affairs,” she said.

I stayed indoors that day thinking loud arguments would explode when my father returned from work, but when he arrived, Mama sent me to the neighbor’s next door. Whatever was going on, it had to do with me. There was something that I, in particular, could not know. Of course, knowing what I do now, Sitti Wasfiyeh probably brought up the rumor of my birth and said something like “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” or worse.

According to Mama, Baba wasn’t much for housework. “I’m a man! What do you expect?” he’d say. But I know he wiped down our glass coffee table with Windex, which was fancier than using dish soap and indicated we were middle-class in the slums of Kuwait. “Yalla”—he’d motion for me to join him—“sing what you learned.”

I’d begin the Fattooma song by Ghawwar el-Tousheh. On weekend mornings when Mama went to the neighbor’s house for coffee, he’d teach me a few more lines of the lyrics, and I’d sing while he wiped down the coffee table. The Windex would form a rainbow across the glass, which amazed me. Baba said it was the magic of Windex. It only happened twice, but memory has somehow stretched it to the whole of my childhood, as if he and I sang and cleaned every day.

I wasn’t allowed to sing the Fattooma song around Mama.

“Why?” I asked Baba.

“She really hates this song, and we’d both be in trouble if she knew you sing it.”

I was torn between love for my father and loyalty to my mother. But I kept my mouth shut because that’s the kind of person I am. I also knew, without knowing that I knew, that Fattooma was probably his new girlfriend’s name, and that Mama knew it too.

I should recall more about my father. I was old enough to have accumulated memories by the time he died. For a while I invented memories of things I wished he’d done—brush my hair, teach me to fix cars, visit school on Parent Day, tell my stupid teachers to kiss his ass, swim together in the ocean, read to me, carry me on his shoulders, take my side against Mama on report card day, and put Sitti Wasfiyeh in her place when she said I was stupid as a donkey or when she made me wash my mouth out with soap for cursing. I imagined him being as fed up with Mama’s Singer sewing machine as I was, insisting that she stop sewing our clothes and take us shopping in the Salmiya souq.

But all that is left of my father is a man who sings the Fattooma song and wipes the coffee table with Windex until he dies and fades into the looming absence of a face in the framed photo hanging on a wall in a long-abandoned Kuwait apartment in a country that abandoned us.



Mama was pregnant with me when Israel made her a refugee for the second time. After fleeing Haifa in 1948, she had made a home with my father in Sitti Wasfiyeh’s ancestral village, Ein el-Sultan. Fleeing once more in June 1967 with only whatever they could carry, they walked more than eight kilometers to cross the River Jordan at the Allenby Bridge. When they got there, the bridge was overwhelmed with bodies and eventually collapsed just as Mama was about to cross. Some people fell and had to be rescued. Some didn’t make it out. But people kept walking on the collapsed bridge, holding on to its cables and broken pieces as they waded through the water. Mama told me: “I just prayed to God as your father and I crossed, and I made a deal with the river. I said I’d name you after it if it didn’t swallow any of us.”

But calling me Jordan would have been too strange. That’s how I got the name Nahr. River.

My father made the dangerous journey back into Palestine after he got us to safety in Jordan. Palestinians learned the first time in 1948 that leaving to save your life meant you would lose everything and could never go back. That’s why Baba stayed alone in our empty house for months under curfew while Israel consolidated power over the whole of Palestine. To be alone in the eerie quiet of the emptied home, where he and his siblings had grown up amid the daily bustle of a large family, must have been painful. Still, he stayed and got a hawiyya; he could thenceforth remain in Palestine as a “foreign resident” in his own home. He said it was better than being a refugee.

Baba joined us as soon as he could. But his long absence had fractured our family, and by the time I was born, my parents had already made their way to Kuwait, where my father was fucking the first of many girlfriends. Her name was Yaqoot and that’s the name he recorded on my birth certificate—not Nahr—without consulting my mother. He was probably with Yaqoot the night Mama went into labor, probably a little drunk when he reached the hospital and still basking in the glow of a romantic evening when he impulsively named me after his new lover, perhaps underestimating Mama’s intuition and rage.

Yaqoot is an unusual name for Palestinians. One finds it more among Iraqis, which is why I figure my father’s lover was a daughter of Babylon. It means “ruby,” and everyone agrees it’s a rich and resonant Arabic name. But when Mama saw the birth certificate, she screamed and cried and hit my father. She smashed all the plates in our house, hurling a few at him as he ducked left and right. He let her vent, apologized, swore Mama was the only woman he loved, and promised he wouldn’t do it again. They probably made love afterward, had a good run together for a while, then the whole scenario was repeated with another woman.

When she was pregnant the second time, Mama threatened to kill my father if he named the baby after one of his “whores,” but she didn’t have to worry when she birthed a boy. My father named him Wasfy, after his mother, Sitti Wasfiyeh, which was just as bad as far as Mama was concerned. Needless to say, Mama never used the names recorded on our birth certificates. She kept her promise to the river and called me Nahr. My brother Wasfy was Jehad, a name Mama chose, which became yet another point of contention between her and Sitti Wasfiyeh.

Only my family and some administrators at my school knew my real name was Yaqoot, which had an element of fate to it, because when the Americans ousted Saddam, Kuwaiti police asked about someone named Nahr, but my identification card said Yaqoot.

My brother wasn’t as lucky. People called him by either name, or both, Wasfy Jehad. When the Kuwaiti police went on the hunt for Palestinians to exact revenge because Yasser Arafat had sided with Saddam, they knew who they were looking for.

Jehad was only three years old when Baba died of a heart attack in the arms of another woman. Mama lied and said Baba was home when it happened. She made up an elaborate tale that shifted each time she told it. “He was wearing the red flannel pajamas I bought for him,” she would say one moment. The next, he’d be in the green pajamas or just his underwear. In that version she had to dress him quickly before the ambulance came. Mama was a terrible liar, but the truth was too humiliating, even though everyone knew, and Mama knew they knew. The lie wasn’t just to protect her and us from shame. I think she wanted to protect Baba too. Despite everything, Mama loved my father very much. And he loved her, in his own way.

Once, in the heat of a fight over money (it was usually about money), Sitti Wasfiyeh blamed Mama for the death of my father, her only son. “If you had been a better wife, he wouldn’t have had to go to other women,” Sitti Wasfiyeh had said casually as she ate the food Mama had prepared.

“If you had raised a man who knew how to keep his dick in his pants and spent his money on his family instead of on whores, we wouldn’t be having this argument,” Mama fired back. That night, I heard her on the balcony apologizing to my dead father for what she had said. “I forgive you, my love. I miss you,” she spoke softly to the ether.



Palestinians who had been chased out of their homes in Jerusalem, Haifa, Yafa, Akka, Jenin, Bethlehem, Gaza, Nablus, Nazareth, Majdal, and every major Palestinian city found a place in Kuwait. The oil boom offered opportunity to build a new life there. Although Kuwait never allowed us more than temporary residency—making it clear we were always guests—Palestinians prospered and had a major hand in building Kuwait as the world knows it now. We participated and contributed in nearly every sector of life, but we remained an underclass.

I knew that, but it didn’t matter. I loved Kuwait. It was my home, and I was a loyal subject of the royals. I lined up every day of school with the other students to sing the national anthem. I sang with passion and allegiance to Kuwait’s successive ruling emirs. I grieved when Emir Sabah Salem el-Sabah died in 1977. And every February 25, we partied like mad to celebrate Kuwait’s Independence Day as if it were our own.

I loved everything about Kuwaitis—their delicate Khaleeji thobes, their matchboos with browned chicken and hot sauce, their diwaniyas, pearl diving traditions, and tribal ways. I even taught myself to speak their dialect and could dance Khaleeji “better than their best.” That’s what someone told me. In eighth grade, I was even selected to be part of the official troupe that danced on a televised celebration for the royals during Independence Day. But unlike the rest of the group, I wasn’t included the following year because people complained, insisting that such an honor should be reserved for Kuwaiti kids.

“They don’t like seeing Palestinians excel at anything,” Mama said to make me feel better, but she only managed to annoy me. I didn’t appreciate her speaking ill about Kuwaitis; but for her, everything came down to being Palestinian, and the whole world was out to get us. It wasn’t until I had survived time, war, and prison that I understood why.

“You see how the whole country is eating zeit-o-za’atar, trying to be like us?” She laughed big. I could see the fillings in her teeth. Now, alone in the Cube, I laugh at the memory, and it’s as if the silver fillings I remember are my own. I tell Mama how much I loved it when she guffawed like that. The guards are accustomed to the conversations I have with the walls. I know I’m alone here. I’m not delusional. But the way memory animates the past is more real than the present. I see and feel and hear Jehad, Sitti Wasfiyeh, Mama, Baba. Most of all, I am with Bilal here.



There were no cell phones or computers when I was a kid, and television offered just two channels—one in Arabic, the other in English with subtitles. Programming started in the evening and lasted until midnight. Both channels opened and closed with readings from the Quran, which we kids waited through impatiently before we could watch cartoons (Tom and Jerry or Road Runner), followed by soap operas. Once a week, each channel showed a movie, heavily censored to remove any hint of physical intimacy, which meant I never saw images of lovers even holding hands. It was obvious where the cuts were made. One moment actors would be looking deeply into each other’s eyes, leaning in for a kiss; next thing they’d be standing farther apart than when they started. The film would spasm, which encouraged us to fill in the cut with a kiss or more. But I wasn’t even good at that. I could only imagine what I already knew, which was simply a peck on the lips, until Suad Marzouq informed us, a group of stunned fourteen-year-olds, that adults kissed with their tongues. We thought she was lying, but we practiced on each other anyway. By the time I was sixteen, I thought I knew everything there was to know about love. My friends and I had managed to get our hands on one or two dirty magazines. Once we even snagged a VHS porn video.

I was a natural flirt and got a lot of attention from boys, but I never had a real boyfriend like some of my friends. They would meet their boyfriends in secret, just to hold hands in the park. We thought we were bold and daring, but the most any of us did was kiss a boy. I believed what my world taught—that God intended one man for me, and my life would begin when I found him. My body would turn to fire at the thought of being married and making babies, just like the actors in the porn film.

I was seventeen when I first met Mhammad. He was twenty-five. He lived in the homeland but was in Kuwait visiting his aunt, Um Naseem, our neighbor one floor up. We had all seen him on the news when he was released from an Israeli prison a month earlier, and my friends were envious that he was now living in our building.

“Is he as handsome as he looks on TV?” one asked. I hadn’t seen him in person yet, but I thought he looked ordinary and old on TV.

“I hear he’s looking for a wife after being in prison for seven years,” another said.

“Nahr, can we hang out at your house?” asked a third.

“What’s wrong with you? Did the world run out of boys our own age?” I shooed them away.

They looked at me as if I were crazy.

Mhammad Jalal AbuJabal was a bona fide hero, a guerrilla fighter responsible for resistance operations. My friends said he was captured after killing two Zionist soldiers single-handedly after they killed two of his friends, martyrs, God rest their souls.

“He killed one of them with a knife, then took his gun and shot the other one,” they explained.

“So?”

“He’s not a boy. He’s a man. A famous freedom fighter,” Sabah said, sucking through her teeth, mocking my ignorance. I hated when she did that, especially in front of the other girls.

Sabah lived in the building next to ours, and we had known each other as long as I could remember. Ours was a friendship forged from rivalry and jealousy as much as from love and familiarity. We knew each other’s secrets, had history, and stuck up for each other against outsiders, but we consistently tried to outdo each other and sometimes competed for the attention of the same boys.

“He did some badass stuff. Since you don’t care about what happens to Palestine, I guess it doesn’t matter to you. But most of us appreciate what he sacrificed for the struggle,” Sabah continued.

Sabah didn’t know shit about Palestine. None of us did, except sound bites from the news and conversations of adults who used to live there. Truth be told, we didn’t care either. We were daughters of Kuwait, even though we could never be citizens.

“Eat shit, Sabah. Maybe he’ll marry you. Give it a try!” I said.

Once I realized that Sabah was interested in this new man, I wanted him too. I was prettier and a better dancer, even though she wasn’t bad looking and was smarter than me. She played the guitar, which annoyed me because she could captivate anyone when she’d start on it. Luckily, she was insecure and shy and mostly played in private or just around our close friends.

Over the next few days, I pieced together Mhammad’s story from a conversation among Sitti Wasfiyeh, Mama, and the neighbors. Mhammad came from a well-known family with vast land holdings, though most of it had already been confiscated by the Zionist entity—that’s how people referred to Israel, like it’ll go away if we don’t say the name. They had captured and tortured him for eight days before he finally signed a confession, typed up in Hebrew, which he couldn’t read, stating that he had been one of three men who attacked three soldiers, killing two of them. The surviving soldier hadn’t seen him during the attack, but there were other witnesses who, also under torture, confessed to seeing him near the site of the assault. He was tried in a military court and sentenced to life in prison. They said he could get a reduced sentence if he gave up his younger brother, Bilal, who had escaped to Jordan. But he maintained that his brother had nothing to do with the killings; that Bilal’s departure had been mere coincidence. In the end, he had confessed to the murder of two Israeli soldiers, blowing up a military supply warehouse a month earlier, and plotting to carry out attacks on civilians. Seven years later, they released him in a strange prisoner swap brokered by Israel’s recent darling, Hosni Mubarak of Egypt. That’s when he turned up in Kuwait.

No one believed Bilal had nothing to do with that fateful day. He had been imprisoned already at fifteen for protesting a Jewish-only settlement and was gaining a reputation as a natural leader. In exile, while attending university, Bilal agitated for resistance. Israel wanted him badly. They tried and failed to assassinate or capture him. Ultimately, it was Bilal himself who offered a deal for his surrender—Mhammad’s freedom in exchange for his. To everyone’s surprise, Israel agreed. It became clear that Bilal was a bigger prize to them than most had realized. I suppose Israel knew what I would learn years later—that nothing in Mhammad’s confession was actually true.

To ensure that Israel would not rearrest his brother, Bilal demanded that Mhammad be released to the Red Cross and transferred to Lebanon, Kuwait, Jordan, Tunisia, or any Arab nation that would have him, except Egypt, because Egypt might hand him back to Israel.

Mhammad went through several countries before landing at his aunt’s home in Kuwait. We didn’t know why. Some said it was the best place not to be rearrested after Israel got Bilal, because Kuwait was a real haven for Palestinians. Some claimed the deal meant he could never return to Palestine, and no other place would have him. Others said he was in Kuwait for a job offer. Sabah was sure he came to find a wife. “I heard his mama in Palestine is anxious to see him married,” she said.

But I know now that going from place to place is just something exiles have to do. Whatever the reason, the earth is never steady beneath our feet.



I flirted shamelessly with Mhammad that spring of 1985. It was a game at first, an unspoken competition between Sabah and me. When he showed no interest, I obsessed and stalked him long enough to engineer repeated “chance” encounters in the stairwell of our building. He was handsome indeed, and I found myself constantly thinking about him despite our age difference.

“Congratulations, Nahr.” Sabah rolled her eyes. “You said hi to him in the stairwell. That’s groundbreaking.”

I enjoyed what I thought was Sabah’s envy. “More than just hi,” I said, and added that he was planning to attend an upcoming wedding party in our neighborhood. “He said he wanted to see me dance,” I lied.

Our friends squealed, but Sabah said nothing.

My plan worked. Even though my mother made me stop dancing at the wedding after a few songs—“It’s too much, Nahr!” she said—I knew I had caught his attention. He couldn’t take his eyes off me that night. I don’t remember much else from that summer, except that I told my friends I had found the man God intended for me.

Mhammad and I met regularly, at the beach, parks, and malls. My friends, even Sabah, covered for me with Mama. He told me stories about Palestine much different from my grandmother’s and parents’. In his version, there was a nightlife for young people, where they danced and partied, went to cafés, parks, and clubs. Palestinians were still allowed to access the Mediterranean beach back then, and we talked about our shared love of the ocean. He wanted to know about my life. He was not fond of the desert heat and was struggling to adjust in Kuwait. He said he would have left weeks ago had he not met me. “Your friendship means the world to me,” he said. He seemed vulnerable, and his need for me made me believe that I loved him. I told him so. Months later, he and his aunt’s family were in our home, asking for my hand.

I fantasized about fairy-tale love and sex, about having my own house, children, and a job like modern women—maybe as a smartly dressed secretary like the ones on the covers of women’s magazines. I was preoccupied with finding the latest appliances to suit the life I imagined. The kind of semimanual washer at our house—where we fed each item through rollers to squeeze out the water—would not do. Some people even had dishwashers that cleaned, rinsed, and dried their dishes. I wanted one, and Mhammad promised I’d get it. I imagined being the envy of all my friends.

Sitti Wasfiyeh was delighted, although suspicious about the appliances. “I don’t trust a machine to clean dishes. It won’t scrub things clean. You’ll get bugs in your house. I’ll never visit you,” she warned.

Mama counseled me not to rush into making such a big decision. She thought Mhammad too old for me, and admitted, years later, that she almost forbade the marriage, but the force of my enthusiasm and joy made her doubt her instincts. “You had the biggest personality in the family, and without realizing it, we all deferred to you,” she told me. I thought Mama’s reservations were the misplaced concern of a woman whose marriage hadn’t worked out, and I rationalized that my story was beginning differently from hers.

My brother, Jehad, was uncomfortable in the role of man of the house, which tradition obliged him to accept, even though he was only eleven. “Whatever. I don’t care, Nanu. Just get it over with one way or another. I don’t think I can stand another one of these courtship formalities!” he said at first. Later, when he realized I would be moving out of our apartment, he tried to assert himself.

“As the man in this family, I insist that Nanu continue to live here. She can visit her husband, but she cannot live with him,” he declared on the eve of our engagement. Our guests were amused. “How sweet,” someone said. He had an asthma attack that evening and I slept in his bed through the night, letting him cry on my chest, promising I would never be far, and would always be there when he needed me.

Jehad wasn’t really the only man in the family. My mother’s brothers showed up to fulfill their social duties to represent me in the formal conversations about my dowry and other practicalities of marriage. My family didn’t believe in the excesses some people demanded, but they couldn’t just give me away for nothing. They didn’t want to break my young suitor, but I wasn’t some nobody who wasn’t worth a decent dowry. Mama said we had to consider what the young man could afford. “But we need to make sure you will be cared for. So his family must show us they’re serious,” she said.

Before the negotiations were settled, Mhammad’s aunt dropped a bombshell that almost unraveled everything. “We expect the wedding will cost at least eight thousand dinars, and we’re prepared to pay ten thousand. But we have to wait for a while.”

“A while?” Mama asked.

“His brother, Bilal, was just imprisoned, and his mother cannot travel to Kuwait for a wedding, because Israel might confiscate her home if she leaves. It would be wrong and disrespectful for the eldest son to hold a wedding celebration under these circumstances,” Mhammad’s aunt said.

It was hard to argue with her logic, but they also understood the humiliation I could suffer getting legally married but forgoing a wedding party. Mama suggested we postpone the marriage, but the ultimate decision was mine. In the end, I went for one thousand dinars, a gold shabka worth two thousand dinars, and a two-thousand-dinar mo’akhar. Mhammad’s family also rented and furnished the marital apartment, and set up a joint account with ten thousand dinars, to be spent on our wedding in a few months, when Hajjeh Um Mhammad, my mother-in-law, could travel to Kuwait, enshallah.

I was satisfied. He loved me. Forgoing an immediate wedding party was the price of marrying a national hero. Our job as women was to sacrifice, and I was a woman now. I imagined a beautiful life for us in Kuwait. We would make memories on the beaches and in the desert, on vacations in Cairo, Amman, Beirut, Damascus, and Baghdad. I would take our children to Palestine to visit our families there. “It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make for the man I love,” I declared, and refused to let Mama talk me out of the marriage. Then I listened impatiently as she instructed me to call her if Mhammad was too rough on our first night together.

“It’s normal for it to hurt the first time,” she said, as I rummaged through the new clothes from my dowry. I didn’t dare tell her that I already knew about sex from the porn video.

“Should I wear the black one or the white one?” I asked her, holding up two negligees.

Her face reddened. “Whichever one you like most,” she said, and left the room.

We were married by an imam, our marriage certificate witnessed by my uncle and by Jamil, Mhammad’s dearest friend in Kuwait. Mhammad smiled and squeezed my hand.

It’s hard to remember suppressed disappointment, especially when I didn’t acknowledge it at the time, not even to myself. I had always dreamed of a wedding, hundreds of eyes upon me with love or envy, or maybe lust. But there was none of that. Just a muted celebration, a small gathering, some cake, and a cute dress—this event a placeholder for the grand wedding I believed was still to come. Or maybe I just pretended I did.



In hindsight I see that Tamara’s ghost was there all along. The first time I heard the name was on our wedding night. Our families delivered us to the threshold of our new apartment, their faces fixed in the kind of nervous happiness that comes with anticipating some profound transformation of one’s child. His aunt and family and my family showered us with hugs and congratulations. Before they left, Mama hugged me one more time, whispering in my ear, “A thousand congratulations, my love. May God protect and guide you always. And remember what I said.”

Alone in our beautifully furnished new apartment, I had expected—hoped—he would push me against the wall with passionate kisses, his hands hungrily finding their way up my thighs, the way I’d seen in the illicit movie. Instead, we turned to each other, smiling awkwardly. I asked if he’d like me to make us a drink, and he nodded. As we sipped tea on our new sofa, he pulled me to him.

“We don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to,” he said.

It startled me that he would say such a thing. I immediately blamed myself for being too demure. I look back now on so many moments in my life when I instinctively took responsibility for the actions and feelings of those around me.

“Oh, but I want to,” I said. “Wait one moment.” I got up and went into the bedroom, where I had already unpacked my clothes days before, opened my special drawer of “marital wear,” and chose the white negligee, because I had read in a magazine that men preferred women who were both pure and sexy. I freshened my makeup, admired the full glory of my womanhood in the mirror, and was ready. Fire ignited my body as I ran my hands along the curves from my breasts to my hips. A sinful smile crossed my face as I emerged to stand before him, ready to be devoured by my husband, who would surely be overcome by his great fortune to have such a beautiful bride.

He smiled, turning his eyes away, as if embarrassed for me. My smile, curves, fire, beauty, and sexiness melted into a naked blob of shame. Tears filled my eyes. I held them back as best as I could, but he must have noticed. When he finally approached me, it was with sympathy.

So it was that the first time I was touched sexually was with hands of pity. He wiped my tears away and kissed my cheeks. He said I was beautiful. I kissed him back, but I could not recapture the heat of moments past. He led me into the bedroom, turned out the lights, and laid me gently on the bed before he went into the bathroom. I waited, a confused spectator to my own life, until he returned, slipping next to me in the darkness. His erection and nakedness awakened my body to move in complement to his. He stopped to reposition himself a couple of times, clumsily, as if executing a chore. Whatever had stirred in me was gone, and I resolved to do the best I could to get through the night, sure that I had done something wrong. Finally he slid inside of me, and I began a performance, determined to overcome his disappointment and make him love and want me.

Moaning the way I had seen actors do in that old porn tape, I faked pleasure through the discomfort of being penetrated for the first time. I was waiting for it to feel good, hoping nothing was wrong with me, wanting it to be over, wondering if this was what it would always be like. Thinking about having a baby. Whether my body was beautiful. And if I was doing it right. Mama had said it might hurt, and she was right. But I thought it would feel special and sweet too. I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. He was mostly quiet, sometimes instructing me to relax. He struggled, unable to keep an erection until he turned me on my stomach and entered me from behind. I had seen this in the porn video too, and tried to mimic what the actress had done. I was in pain as he began to breathe harder and moved faster inside of me. Finally he whispered, “Tamara!” and collapsed and rolled off.

I woke up a few hours later to find him naked on the balcony, crying softly to an indifferent moon, a cigarette burning between his fingers. I went back to bed quietly, knowing his tears had something to do with the name he had uttered tenderly into the air above my back. Alone in our bed, with my head under the sheets, I whispered the name to myself: “Tamara.” But sound lodged in my throat, and I swallowed it back whole, so now Tamara lived in me too.



Mhammad and I both worked. He managed a local restaurant, and I did light bookkeeping for a hair salon where I also threaded eyebrows and did manicures. I’ve always been good at stuff like that, and having a job made me feel like a modern woman. But in truth, marriage was not what I’d imagined. I’m sure Mhammad and I shared many tender times. But I can only remember one. We had gone to the beach together and lain in the sun, then gone to the home of some friends to drink alcohol they made. Jugs and jugs of horrible-tasting dark liquid. They thought my aversion was cute and encouraged me to give it a chance. I couldn’t get used to the taste, but I went along, wanting to feel as sophisticated as the other wives appeared to be, and eventually I liked the way it made me feel sexy and worldly. Mhammad said he was happy that I wasn’t uptight about drinking. He said modern women smoked and drank. But I still refused to smoke and repeated what I had read in the comic book years ago about a Western conspiracy to kill us with cigarettes. They laughed the way adults do when a small child says something silly. Marriage had made me smaller.

We ate and danced and laughed, first at the beach and later with his friends. My shoulders were slightly sunburned, and Mhammad rubbed aloe on my skin. We were tired, barely able to stand by the time we finally made it to our apartment. I thought we would go right to sleep, but Mhammad insisted we finish off the night with what little was left of his own contraband liquor stash. He took out his oud and began strumming, tuning it first. My hips took hold of the music and made love to its notes. I was swimming in the joy of it, took off my top and brassiere until I was dancing naked, only a scarf around my hips. He kept playing, I dancing, neither of us wanting to stop. Eventually we succumbed to the alcohol and exhaustion, and later we made love. I learned that evening that we could love each other best if we were drunk. But even then, on that fine day, he didn’t look at me, flipping me onto my stomach, and I knew he was making love to Tamara, not me.

I tried to duplicate the closeness of that night on other occasions, encouraging him to drink at home with me and play his music. But we’d just flounder through the awkwardness until we went to sleep drunk and disappointed.

The next months are a blur of a few images and sounds, mostly arguments, followed by tears and a slammed front door. Like my father, he’d come back in the middle of the night, telling me he had been at the coffeehouse with his friend Jamil. But unlike my father, Mhammad did not love his wife. He did not want to be with me and did not enjoy touching me. And in time, I didn’t want him either, but not before something tender inside of me hardened.
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