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For Kayla.

And for Jesse.


OH, LAITH.

I don’t know shit about flowers. I was a soldier who dreamed of her breasts in evening blossom, though. We left our pants on and for hours our torsos touched like two jean-handled torches. The truth, Laith. The truth is that Nimreen and I could have named our kids Amir and Sara. You could have taught them names for raisin stars.

But when I last saw Nimreen, my hair was cut. And when I last saw you, your wink was blotted out. And I could only hallucinate white lilies and the smoke of your breath on my eyelids, the stroke of her tongue in my ear. The truth is that I chose to forget Nimreen’s eyes, which were exactly the same sidewalk color as yours. I miss your eyes so much I can’t breathe right, habibi. Can I still call you that, “habibi,” my darling?

Laith!

Maybe we’ll meet again, like Yossi and Mahmoud, in a city far away from here.



I


Muskeljuden



ONE


EVERYTHING WAS SALT AND SWEAT, summertime and sharpened swords. It was Friday, July 25th. The date of our catastrophe, Laith.

Or mine, at least.

Two days after my 19th birthday. Two days before I was sent here. One lifetime ago. Now, in the fluorescent glow of this jail cell, I can still feel echoes of the South Hebron heat on my skin. Mostly, the desert painted in shades of red on the canvas of my face, but when I looked in the mirror that morning, on July 25th, I thought I saw a faint hum of brown glimmering beneath the sunburnt crust, threading between the black and ochre tapestry of my almost-full beard. A twinge of Saba Yehuda’s complexion, maybe. A twinge of my grandfather’s Salonican toughness. You might not have recognized me. My scalp was a hedgehog. My eyes glinted strangely in the glass of the base’s bathroom, yellow-green and nearly fearless.

We’d been in the Territories for almost a month by this point. One night, on guard duty outside the settlement of Kerem El, I pulled hair after hair out of my beard, just to stay awake. Afterward, back in my bunk, I wondered blearily if the Commander would notice patches and revoke my beard permit, make me shave it all off. He didn’t. I kept the tiny, coiled hairs in my pocket for three days, until I came to my senses and realized how weird that was.

Patrolling the Palestinian villages in the area was more interesting. No one else called them “Palestinian,” of course: everyone said “Arab villages” or “enemy villages” or “Arab outposts.” They were wobbly shanty-clusters that seemed like something you’d expect to find on the outskirts of Mumbai or Sao Paulo, only here there was no major metropolis in sight, just desert and the sprawling town of Yatta, whose economy was reportedly based on stolen cars and whose yellowish houses huddled together along the horizon’s hills.

None of the South Hebron villages had running water or electricity. Eviad claimed that was how they chose to live—“It’s their Bedouin culture, and shit”—but I was skeptical. I was usually skeptical when other Israelis spoke about Arabs. I was a discerning soldier, a different kind of soldier: ears always perked, eyebrows always raised. Almost always, at least. I remembered Kufr Qanut. I’d promised myself to sever my right hand, Laith, to suture my tongue to the roof of my mouth before I let myself forget: I was here to protect the Seven Other Villages, just like I told your sister I would be.

Some of the dusty children scampering between the tin-sided structures would ask us for candy during our patrols, and I’d give it to them when I had it. American candy too, that my dad brought back from a visit to our old home in Everbrook, Pennsylvania. I could feel through the wrappers how the heat turned the sweets gooey and soft, just like I liked them, but I didn’t allow myself to open even a single package. They weren’t for me. They were for the saucer eyes and twinkle laughs I’d get as I told the kids, in Arabic, not to eat all the candies at once, making a silly face to go along with my silly suggestion.

And then there were the dogs: chained to various desert shrubs, their rib cages bulging like broken accordions, raspy gurgles in their throats as they barked halfheartedly. They didn’t seem threatening, the dogs or the villages, but still, in the back of all our minds (yes, even mine) were the stories: the shepherd Yaron Ben Yisrael, stabbed in the throat. The ambulance filled with explosives. The old farmer in the suicide vest. The ambush at the Sheep Junction in ’03, where three guys from the Lavi unit were taken out in less than a minute. One moment: three boys laughing, pulling jackets tight, thinking about warm blowjobs and hot chocolate. Next moment: three corpses draped in torn olive green, blood coagulating in their chests alongside foreign lead and misplaced bone shards and half-baked hopes for the coming weekend and the one after that.

On a shelf inside my head, alongside the piles of my good intentions, I’d placed a little sign that read “No Illusions.” These were the Territories, after all. This wasn’t Beit al-Asal.

There was one village, Suswan, which seemed to have more going on than the other villages. Structurally, it was the same: dilapidated houses, tragic mutts, graffiti sprayed on the rocks reading “Freedom Falestine” in English and “No to the Zionist Colonization” in Arabic. The difference in Suswan was the number of people who seemed to be constantly coming and going. On the day of my birthday, July 23rd, our patrol passed by Suswan and I noticed a big group seated in a semicircle by the village’s olive grove. We were packed into the belly of an armored vehicle called a Ze’ev—a Wolf—whose shell was built around the skeleton of a Ford F-550, and was designed to protect against light weapons’ fire, as well as Molotov cocktails and rocks. The driver was a sullen, chain-smoking professional soldier named Evgeny. He was at least five years older than us, and Russian, and it wasn’t clear how well he actually spoke Hebrew, so he sort of faded into the background of the Wolf: dashboard, windshield, Evgeny. I’d been appointed patrol commander for the afternoon, and I told Evgeny to stop at the outskirts of the village. At first, it didn’t seem like he’d heard me or, if he had, like he gave a shit about what I was telling him to do.

“Evgeny, man,” I repeated, in louder, slower Hebrew, “Atzor kan. Stop here.”

The Wolf veered left and rolled to an off-road stop, earth clods and small plants crushed under its tires, and from the way Evgeny looked over at me, I wondered whether he might murder me in my sleep. This was a running joke I had with Gadi and Tal and Eviad: “Good night, dudes,” we’d say. “See you in the morning, unless Evgeny gets you first.” I looked at him now, at the bluish bags under his gray eyes, and felt a little bad that we’d decided he might be a serial killer, just because he was pale and brooding. Maybe he wasn’t even brooding. Maybe he was just shy.

“You don’t have to come,” I said. “You can wait here and smoke or something.”

Evgeny blinked.

I looked back at Gadi, Eviad, and Tal, at their lopsided smiles as they stretched their arms and cracked their knuckles and tumbled out of the Wolf into the sweltering sunlight.

“I’m going over there, guys,” I said, closing my door gently. “Any of you want to join?”

“Is this Arabian booty call, America?” Gadi said, in English, and Tal and Eviad laughed.

“Go fuck yourself,” I said, in Hebrew, running a hand over the side of my beard to obscure some of the blood vessels glowing below the skin of my cheeks.

“The Commander said we should make sure they notice us, right? And anyway, aren’t you curious to see who all those people are?”

I gestured toward the semicircle: eight or ten fleshy pink faces sheltering from the sun in the sparse shade supplied by Suswan’s silver-leaved olive trees. They were wearing beige vests, and some had crucifixes dangling from their necks. In the silence that followed my question, I could hear that they were speaking what sounded like German. There was one Palestinian guy sitting there with them.

“Not so curious, to be honest,” Eviad said, and Gadi made a thrusting motion with his pelvis and I flicked both of them off and Tal laughed. I took a deep breath, tasting the smoke from the three cigarettes lit, almost in unison, around me. Evgeny had gone to smoke on the other side of the Wolf. I was the only guy in my platoon who didn’t smoke, as well as the only one who spoke Arabic. A few others could speak a bit, and everyone knew “Waqaf, waqaf walla ana batukhak” and “Iftah al-bab.” We’d all learned those phrases—“Stop, stop or I’ll shoot you” and “Open the door”—from postdraft friends or older siblings, back when we were still in high school. And “Jib al-hawiya,” of course. “Give me your ID card.”

As I walked toward the group, leaving Gadi, Eviad, and Tal leaning against the Wolf’s boxy frame, I felt the hot air grow brittle. The Germans began babbling anxiously and a few reached into their fanny packs and withdrew digital cameras, which they pointed at me. I froze. I was tempted, for a split second, to raise my hands, just to clarify that I meant no harm. But then I reminded myself that I didn’t owe anyone an explanation, definitely not a group of Germans. I decided to try talking to the Palestinian guy, who I saw as my likeliest ally, alone.

“Ta’al hoon,” I said, gesturing to him like he was an old friend. “Come here.”

He was wearing a purple polo shirt with a tiny silhouette of a porcupine emblazoned on the left breast. His hair was cropped close on the sides and was longer and heavily gelled on the top. He had dark skin, and hazel eyes whose color I found comfortingly pretty. He looked up at me and then looked around.

“Ana?” He asked, touching a finger to the center of his chest.

Who else would I be talking to in Arabic, I thought, Rolf and Hildegard? Then I felt bad for feeling impatient. This guy was probably a decade older than me, and I was holding an M-16—and one that was fixed with a grenade launcher, at that. Although “holding” might not be the right word: too separate, too distant. My weapon had come to feel like a fifth limb. We’d only been out of Advanced Training for a few weeks, and this was the first time I’d ever actually spoken to a Palestinian adult while in uniform, not including the occasional text messages I sent to you, Laith, or to Nimreen, but that was different.

“Min fadlak,” I said, making my voice softer, taking my sunglasses off. “Please.”

The man stood up slowly and walked over to where I’d stopped, about ten paces away from the group.

“Ma saweitish ishi,” the man said, as he neared me, his hands tilted upward, palms out. Not totally unlike how I’d thought to position my own hands a moment earlier, but I didn’t think about that then. My mind was focused on the sandpaper hs and guttural as and rumbling rs. I wanted my accent to sound good, for him to know how well I spoke his language.

“Aarif, ya zalameh,” I said. “I know, man. I didn’t say you did anything. I just want to talk.”

It did. My accent did sound good. Languages are mostly about confidence. At that moment, my private tutor was shaped like an M-16.

His shoulders relaxed a bit, but his eyes were still narrowed, and his hands floated for a moment like two confused birds, wondering whether to flit into the safety of their nests or not. He eventually pretzeled his arms across his chest, burying his hands in his armpits. I get, in retrospect, as I retell this story, that he was probably afraid. That his pockets were not comfort nests for the birds of his hands but rather the opposite: his pockets were filled with danger. The danger that I, the armed soldier, might suspect danger: knife, screwdriver, grenade, box cutter, et cetera. But I didn’t yet know myself as someone to be feared.

I cleared my throat. I could hear the guys laughing back by the Wolf.

“Salam aleikum,” I said. “May peace be upon you.”

“Wa-aleikum,” he said. “And upon you.”

“Ana ismi Jonathan,” I said, introducing myself, taking my right hand off the handle of my gun and extending it toward him.

The man hesitated, and I felt a burst of sour fear in the back edges of my mouth. That he might not shake my hand at all. That he might leave me standing in humiliating limbo, vulnerable and exposed to the flashes of the German Canons and Nikons and to the knowing smirks of Gadi and Eviad and Tal. I wondered if they would see this rejection and turn their laughter on me: “Bleeding Heart Yonatan can’t even get a handshake from the Arabs he loves so much.”

After a moment, though, the man did shake my hand, limply, but no one else around could know that, not the Germans, not the Israelis. He did not introduce himself in return.

“Tell me about your village,” I said.

“What?”

“About Suswan. For example, how many people live here? What’s life like? Who are they?” I gestured toward the group.

“Our guests,” the man said.

“Guests from where?”

“Austria,” he said. “International solidarity visitors.”

“What kind of solidarity?” I said, my Arabic sharpening as I glanced at the dangle of crucifixes, at the shiny cameras cradled in veiny hands. “Against the Jews?”

I wasn’t thinking about my accent, then. I was thinking then about my grandfather, about Salonica, about the Germans.

“No, no,” the man said, “just against the demolition orders given to us by the Jews.”

“What demolition orders?”

The man snorted and mimicked my question in a nasally voice, “Ei awamr hadim?”

I bit down on the soft flesh of the inside of my cheek.

“Demolition orders for our entire village,” he said.

“Why?” I said.

“B’tisalni ana?” he said, with a woodchip laugh. “You’re asking me?”

I took a moment to try to pluck the splinters of his laughter from my mouth before speaking again. “Did you get permits to build here?”

“You don’t give us permits, here or anywhere. Do you really not know this, or are you playing games with me?”

“I’m—I’m new here,” I said, my accent faltering. I wondered if I should switch to Hebrew.

He snorted again.

I thought about my grandfather, about his voice when he said he was proud of me. I straightened my back and spoke in what I hoped was a crisp tone, still in Arabic: “What I mean to say is, I’m sorry to hear that. I don’t know all the details. It seems complicated.”

The man was quiet.

I thought about you and Nimreen, about how I told you I’d be decent, told you I’d still be me.

“But if there’s anything I can do to help,” I continued, “just tell me, okay?”

The man looked up at me, his eyes wide, a little smile playing on his lips. I thought he looked grateful. I felt hairs rising on my nape. This was why I’d started learning Arabic in the first place: to communicate with the Other. Even before I met you and Nimreen, that was something I wanted.



Do you remember that night on the beach in Haifa, when you and Nimreen tried to list for me all twenty-six Arabic synonyms for “love”? I only remember two of them now, aside from the basic one, “al-Hub,” which is the root of the word “habibi.”

“Al-Kalf,” Nimreen said, passing the joint to me, our fingers brushing. She blew two pillars of smoke out of her nostrils. I told her later that night that she’d looked like the most elegant walrus ever to grace the coast of Palestine, and she’d laughed, wild and loud, and punched me in the shoulder, “It’s like . . . exaggerated love. Overstated.”

I looked down at the sand, where Nimreen’s bare feet were buried up to her ankles. On her left leg, there were two tiny black hairs that she’d missed while shaving, right above the shell anklet she always wore. I thought these two hairs might be the most beautiful thing in the entire land.

“Al-Jouah,” you said, the bass of your voice blurred by the rush of the water, “love that leaves you with a feeling of, like, deep sadness.”

You looked beautiful too, Laith, your lanky frame origamied into compactness, knees pressed to your chest, arms wrapped around your shins. The dark threads of your scraggly beard were glistening, catching shards of hidden sunlight reflected off the moon, nearly identical to the hairs on your twin sister’s ankle.

I held the joint between my fingers, testing the give of the melted hash and wisps of tobacco rolled tightly into the little white paper.

“Puff puff pass, J,” you said, laughing, and I was blown away by the fact that you knew that phrase.

Al-Kalf and al-Jouah.

Of course those are the two I remember now, habibi.



I know it sounds silly, Laith, but I was thinking about that night on the beach and how the Arabic blended with the sizzle of the sea and the crackle of the slow-burning joint, and so I was caught off guard when the man in Suswan spit, a heavy, viscous glob that stayed intact as it landed on the toasted earth, not far from my red-leather Paratrooper boots. He looked back up at me, and only then did I understand that the smile growing bigger on his lips was not one of gratitude.

“You want to help me?” he said. “Here’s how you can help me: Get out of Palestine. All of you. Go back to Europe.”

I was frightened by how quickly the tingle on my nape turned to raised hackles; by how ugly his eyes seemed; by how much I wanted to drive my fist or the butt of my M-16 into one of them. If I’d been Gadi or Eviad, I might have done it. Instead, I just spoke: “It didn’t exactly go that well for us, back in Europe.”

He was silent.

I thought about telling him that Tal’s whole family was from Iraq and that Eviad was part Moroccan, but decided that would sound defensive. Anyway, I thought, what did it matter, Baghdad or Fez or Warsaw or Salonica? Jews deserved a home here too.

“This is our home too,” I said.

He didn’t say anything.

His silence pushed me over the edge.

“No, you know what? You’re right. Maybe the Holocaust was just a mu’amira sahioniya,” I said, repeating the Arabic phrase I’d heard a handful of times over the past year and a half, mostly from your sister. Usually Nimreen would grin when she’d say it, but I wasn’t grinning now: “Maybe everything is a Zionist conspiracy. All your problems are because of a Zionist conspiracy. Is that right?”

The man spit again. He no longer looked at all afraid of me.

“Do you want anything else?” he said. “To search me? To arrest me?”

I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth. It’s hard for me to admit how badly I wanted his fear to return. I glanced over at the group under the olive trees, whose members had seemingly lost interest in the two of us and were gabbing to each other, comparing pictures on the small screens of their cameras. I thought about Jacko and about my grandfather and about refuge and about hopeless yellow-eyed revolts. About how history never seems to manage to wipe its tracks clean as it slumps into the present.

“No,” I said, “go ahead. Go make up some more stories for your German friends.”

Anger flashed unmistakable onto his face. He didn’t say anything.

“Sorry,” I said, “Austrian solidarity visitors.”

I shifted my grip on my M-16 and glanced over my shoulder performatively, reminding him of my brothers standing by the Wolf. I didn’t think about you then, Laith, or your sister, or what you would have thought if you saw me like that, chest swelling, nostrils flared, palms resting heavy on my pygmy angel of death, twisted into four kilograms of black metal warmth. He remained in place and swallowed. A current shot through my teeth. I felt invincible.



“What sort of critical intelligence did you gather, Yonatan?” Eviad asked as I rejoined the group. Tal rested his hand on the back of my neck, stroked his thumb over the nub at the top of my spine. You once told me it was called the axis vertebra, Laith, but I clucked my tongue and said that I was pretty sure that “topmost spinal nub is the more technically accurate scientific term,” and you conceded. I took off my helmet and Gadi patted my head, bursting the sweat droplets balanced on the spikes of my hair like dew, and we all climbed into the Wolf, where Evgeny was already waiting in the driver’s seat. I sat shotgun.

“Nothing,” I said, trying to steady my voice as I shifted from Arabic to Hebrew, and from Jonathan the Curious to Yonatan the Patrol Commander, “I just wanted to know who the internationals were.”

“Nu? And?”

“Nazis,” I said.

Gadi leaned forward, smiling impishly. “Listen to America here. Forty seconds in the desert and Yonatan’s already getting hard.”

Evgeny may or may not have let out a small laugh. He could have just been clearing the postsmoke mucus from his throat.

“You know what else?” I said. “That guy I was talking to said some shit about how the Jews want to destroy his village, and when I offered to help, he told me to ‘go back to Europe.’ ”

“Wait, what?” Tal said. “You offered to help? What exactly were you planning on doing?”

I shrugged.

“Exactly,” Eviad said. “They live in this dirt pile, and we try to help them, and what do they do in return? Jihad. They blow up our buses and cafés in order to get their fucking seventy-six virgins. It’s not about land or freedom. It’s a holy war for them, and they’re mostly just starved for pussy. Ha!”

Eviad’s laughter then was a hyena’s, and everyone in the Wolf went quiet. Eviad’s little sister, Maya, had been on a bus that exploded in Haifa in 2004. She was thirteen and had lost most of the right half of her face. The doctors managed to keep her alive for almost a week.

“Seventy-two,” Tal said.

“What?” Eviad said.

“It’s seventy-two virgins.”

I turned around in time to see Eviad’s dark-blue eyes widen first, and then crinkle as he started to laugh, a pretty, clear laugh, like a cool spring bursting forward from the earth’s belly. The tension inside the Wolf evaporated.

“Wait,” Eviad said, “don’t tell me that if an Iraqi Jewish guy gets killed in battle, he gets seventy-two virgins also?”

All of us laughed, except for Evgeny, who wasn’t really one of us anyway.

Tal was bespectacled and as scrawny as Eviad was muscular. His dad’s parents were Communists from Baghdad, who fled to Ramat Gan in 1950. Despite his familial history of flight—and from Muslims, at that—Tal was the other bleeding heart in our company.

We drove in silence for a few minutes until we arrived back at our base. We climbed out of the Wolf, and Evgeny shuffled slowly inside, his hands stuffed deep into his uniform’s pockets. When Evgeny was out of earshot, Tal spoke in a hushed tone, and Eviad and Gadi and I crowded around him, leaning close, inhaling each other’s familiar scents and recycling each other’s familiar breaths.

“I heard there’s going to be a demonstration there on Friday,” Tal said.

“Really?” I said. “In Suswan? Where’d you hear that?”

We’d finished Advanced Training ready to be sent into battle, but we hadn’t seen any action to speak of so far, just patrols like this one, and a false alarm outside Kerem El, when a fox had tripped the security wire. Eviad shot at it and actually hit the stupid critter, which lay there whimpering for a good three minutes until we finally got radio permission from the Commander to leave our posts and put an end to its suffering. Eviad executed it with another bullet to the head, and I covered it in rocks, trying to stay somber but gagging as the weight of the stones pressed into the creature’s soft body and a bit of its organs bulged from the hole in its side, blood surging out onto the ground around it, stench filling the air. We left the animal half covered, and Eviad and I ran back to our post in silence.

“I just heard it,” Tal said.

I pictured then what I wanted to picture: men wearing purple polo shirts and keffiyehs wrapped around their faces, brandishing weapons and burning tires, chanting “Go back to Europe,” a row of Germans standing there, clucking their tubby tongues and clicking pictures with their fancy cameras, proving to the world that the Jews were just as bad as they’d always said we were. I had mixed feelings about guarding the settlement that I didn’t think should be in the West Bank in the first place, and I felt a little uneasy about waltzing into tin villages like we just had, but I was ready to fight the actual enemy. I was ready to feel like I was there for a reason.

“If you’re wrong, Saddam,” said Gadi, “I’m having you transferred into one of those shacks.”

Eviad laughed. I did too. Tal raised his hands.

“Hey, I’m just repeating what I heard. As they say, ‘Don’t force the messenger to go live in a Bedouin shack.’ ”

I laughed again. “I hope you’re right, man.”

“Inshallah,” Tal said. “God willing.”



And of course, Tal was right.



TWO


IT WAS A WINDY, DELICIOUS day when we went to al-Birwa, Laith.

Remember?

The spring breeze was swishing through the grasses, the sun splashing golden onto the green. Pine trees swayed and beckoned outside the bus’s window. We took the 262 from Haifa to Ahihud. We missed our stop. Nimreen and I were talking breathlessly, interrupting each other and ourselves. What were you doing? You were probably lost in thought, gazing out the window at the trees. You noticed a moment too late, just as the door was sighing shut.

“Fuck, guys,” you said, laughing and tapping the glass as the Ahihud Junction grew smaller behind us. Nimreen crumpled up her bus ticket and threw it at you, hitting you in the face. You fell over in your seat, wounded, and then jumped up and skipped toward the front of the bus. You tried valiantly to convince the driver to stop there, in the middle of the road, to please let us off, my dear sir, but he just glared and mumbled something about it being too late. A collection of stuffed animals—camels and pandas—and two glossy Israeli flags were pinned up around his seat; they wobbled and fluttered as he accelerated.

We got off at the next stop and looked around, blinking like moles in the afternoon glare. A few meters from the bus stop, by the entrance to an industrial zone, there was a parked ice cream truck. A dark-skinned man sat next to it, under a bright blue umbrella, smoking. He had a diamond earring in his left ear, and silver stubble flecking his narrow chin.

“Slikha,” I said, in Hebrew. “Excuse me. How do we get to Ahihud from here?”

“What are you looking for there?” He looked at me. Then he looked over at you.

You were wearing a loose, well-worn Red Hot Chili Peppers T-shirt and a small cloth backpack. Your puffy headphones were wrapped around your neck, sort of like the ridiculous travel pillow my dad always brought with him on the plane, only you didn’t look ridiculous. The man’s eyes flicked over to Nimreen, who was wearing a short-sleeved white button-down, and I followed his gaze as it settled on her chest, where a hint of her dark bra was just barely visible beneath the fabric. I didn’t like the way he was looking at her, even though, ultimately, who was I to speak, given that I’d looked hard enough to see the bra’s faint silhouette myself. Still.

You lit a cigarette. I felt a jolt of nervousness stiffen my tongue as I wondered if he might somehow know what we were up to in Ahihud. Not that I totally knew what we were up to myself, but I did know that two of the three of us were not Jews, and that that already made us at least a little suspect.

“We’re not looking for anything in particular,” I said, “just traveling around.”

“Mm,” Nimreen said, “just a plain old afternoon trek.”

Nimreen’s Hebrew rs were sharp, tongue vibrating against the roof of her mouth.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Where are you from?”

“Haifa,” I said, “more or less.”

My Hebrew rs came from the back of my throat, tongue resting flat and passive.

“Huh,” the man said. He looked at me again, then at you, then at Nimreen. Her eyes dared him to continue with the line of questioning all four of us understood him to have begun.

There was a long pause.

“Ice cream?” The man said.

“No, thanks,” I said, my mouth watering as I thought about the milky wash of vanilla on my lips, the crunch of a sugar cone between my teeth.

“Take a left down that dirt path,” he said.

I thanked him and we set off.



“ ‘Haifa, more or less,’ ” Nimreen said, in Hebrew, as we walked the green gauntlet between slender olive trees on one side and tumbling piles of cactus on the other. I was walking sandwiched between the two of you, as usual.

“Are you embarrassed that your friends are Arabs?” Nimreen said, in English, rolling her rs exaggeratedly: Embarrrassed—Arrrabs.

“No,” I said, “it’s not that. I was just—”

“You were nervous, J. It’s cool. I get it,” you said, in English. “I was actually sort of nervous too.”

Nimreen peered around me to look at you. She arched one of her dark eyebrows, the one without the silver ring threaded through the soft pinch of flesh and hairs. Over the month and a half since we’d met, I found myself constantly imagining kissing her piercing, the crisp coolness of the metal on my lips, the taste of sweat beads dissolving on the tip of my tongue. I imagined other things too, dark whorls, wetnesses, the glide of skin on skin.

“Pussies,” Nimreen said.

“Come on, ya habla,” you said, in Arabic. “We’re not exactly here to support the local economy.”

My chest swelled as I replayed your sentence in my head and realized that there was only one word that I didn’t recognize. (It helped that you said “support the local economy” in Hebrew.)

“Shu ya’ani ‘habla,’ ” I asked in Arabic. “What does ‘habla’ mean?”

You and Nimreen both laughed. Nimreen’s laugh was like a fast, narrow river. Yours was slower, wider.

“It means ‘idiot,’ for a girl,” you said, in English.

“Ironic, right, that my idiot of a brother calls me that?” Nimreen said, and made a clicking sound in the side of her mouth, tilting her head toward you.

I laughed. I laughed so much with you and Nimreen. That was part of why I’d grown so addicted to our Fridays, skipping family events gladly and even occasionally ditching my other friends—my Israeli friends—as our weekends began, in order to be with the two of you.

We arrived at a yellow gate, the kind that most Jewish towns in the North have at their entrances, only here the guard booth was empty. Nimreen and I squeezed around the gate’s edge, trying to avoid the scratch of a small twisted tree bowing toward the paint-chipped metal.

“Ahlan wa-sahlan, dude,” you said, vaulting over the barrier like a gangly gymnast. “Welcome to al-Birwa.”



Nimreen was surprised a week earlier, sitting on an amber wooden bench in a small café in Haifa, surrounded by dark coffee-scented air, when I told her I’d never heard of Darwish.

“Not even the name?” she asked, ripping open the tops of two sugar packets at once and emptying the contents of both into her steaming mug.

“I don’t know much about poetry,” I said, feeling self-conscious about the hot chocolate I’d ordered. The only poem I’d ever read outside the framework of school had been the one written by my grandfather’s brother, Jacko. “Tell me about Mohammad Darwish?”

“Mahmoud Darwish.” Nimreen laughed, not too meanly. “No big deal. He’s just, like, the most famous Palestinian poet ever.”

“My sister, she is very, very, very much liking him,” you said, putting on a strong accent. In general, your accent in English was mild but present. Nimreen, on the other hand, sounded basically American. Which was strange, the difference: you’d both spent the exact same years, ages ten to thirteen, in “a little ex-hippy town in the middle of corn-wobble Ohio,” as you put it, where your mom taught as a visiting professor at the local college.

“My brother, he is very, very, very much dumb,” Nimreen said.

You stuck out your tongue at your sister.

“Darwish was from a village not far from here, called al-Birwa,” Nimreen said.

I nodded, taking a sip of my hot chocolate. It tasted very good.

You called me a few days later, telling me that you and Nimreen wanted to take me to al-Birwa on Friday.

“My sister’s idea,” you said. “I’m just coming along for the ride.”

“Sounds great,” I said, elated that you and Nimreen wanted to spend yet another Friday with me. I didn’t think much about Mohammad Darwish or al-Birwa then.



Now, in Ahihud, I looked around. There was no trace of an Arab village anywhere. I thought about Beit al-Asal, your family’s village, where I’d first met you and Nimreen, with its winding, narrow alleyways, its full olive groves, the carcass of a whole cow hanging in the entrance to the butcher’s shop, and the halwayyat store where your parents had insisted on taking me and my mom before we left, for the “best baklawa in the Galilee.” Ahihud, on the other hand, just looked like a sleepy, sparse version of Pardes Ya’akov, where my grandfather lived, and where my family had moved to from the States the summer before: red-roofed houses, Hebrew street signs, cacti growing in jumbled piles, pretty blue and white flags fluttering in the wind, the Star of David planted proudly in their centers. A quiet, northern Jewish Israeli town.

“Slikha,” you said, in Hebrew, to a thin man, probably in his midforties, who was walking down the almost-empty streets toward us, slowly, with a limp. “Excuse me. How’s it going, brother? Do you happen to know where we can find old ruins, buildings, that sort of thing?”

He looked at you. Your accent was more obvious in Hebrew than in English. I tensed. I felt like I should be the one interacting with “my side,” the way you and Nimreen spoke to the Arabs we met in Haifa or Beit al-Asal. The parallel wasn’t precise, of course: not only did you speak better Arabic than me, obviously, but your Hebrew was arguably better than mine too. Still, this man was one of my people, and there was the issue with the r sound, the Hebrew letter reish.



Later, toward the end of Training, they’d teach us this trick, a sort of shortcut toward knowing who to stop and question at a checkpoint:

“Just have them say a sentence with a reish in it.”

Arabs rolled their rs, Jews didn’t.

The system wasn’t perfect, they went on to say, what with the older Mizrahi Jews, who still spoke Hebrew with Arabic inflections. But most of the Yemenites and Moroccans out in the Territories wore kippahs, which helped to preemptively clarify which side they were on.



This man, standing in front of us in the quiet streets of Ahihud, looked to be Yemenite himself. I felt a wave of guilt swish through my stomach. Why were we snooping around his village anyway? I’d started to gather that Ahihud had probably been built around or over al-Birwa, but this guy definitely wasn’t even born back in 1948. And anyway, who knows what sort of terrors his family fled when they came to Israel? What would he think if he knew why we were here? That we wanted to take his home away from him? I certainly didn’t want to take his home away from him. I didn’t think you did either. I wasn’t sure about Nimreen.

“Kilu, m’lifnei Milhemet Ha’atzmaut?” you said, in Hebrew. “Like, from before the War of Independence?”

The man’s shoulders seemed to relax.

“Ah, no,” he said, “those are all gone. They covered them up a few years ago. There was a building or two, before that, but nothing serious.”

“Which way?” I cut in. You turned to me, but I didn’t look at you long enough to see if your expression was one of irritation or mirth or something else entirely.

“Just up the hill, that way,” the man said, and limped off down the road.



“The War of Independence?” Nimreen said, when the man was out of earshot. “First it’s Jonathan with ‘Haifa more or less,’ and then it’s you with ‘the War of Independence’? Jonathan, just in case it wasn’t clear, my brother is what we call an Ashkenazi Palestinian.”

“Got it.” I laughed, savoring Nimreen’s strange adaptation of Israeli slang, in which Ashkenazi was synonymous with milquetoast.

“Me? No!” you said, leaping up onto a small boulder just off the side of the road and flexing your scrawny biceps. “I am a real man! A frrreedom fighter!”

“Uskut,” Nimreen said. “Shut up, Laith.”

“I will not be silent!” you cried, jumping back down off the rock. “Anyway, do you want to find the buildings, Nunu, or to end up in a police station as suspected mehablim?”

Nimreen laughed. I was quiet. I’d never heard anyone use the word “mehablim,” Hebrew for “terrorists,” in a jokey way before, which is not to say that my Israeli friends were oversensitive: at my school in Pardes Ya’akov, people would make Holocaust jokes all the time—i.e., “Don’t make jokes about the Holocaust. Hundreds of Jews were killed.” Ha. Ha.—which was hard for me, at first, because of my grandfather Saba Yehuda, and Jacko and Salonica, but I got used to it and even started to appreciate some of the jokes, especially because so many of my classmates had Saba Yehudas of their own. In fact, it was during my class trip to Auschwitz that past fall that I’d been annexed into my group of Israeli friends.



Back then, as our class walked into the entrance of the camp, I’d been startled, Laith, by how green and lush everything looked. I’d never imagined grass and little white flowers growing in the death camps.

“If there were times in which there was grass here during the Shoah,” our guide began, as if reading my mind, “they were brief. The prisoners would have eaten it.”

Inside the first chamber, I thought about people who walked in alive and then, soon after, became dead. In between, maybe they tried to tear down the walls with their fingernails. Maybe their fingernails came off. Or maybe they just sat down and wept and choked. Or maybe, hopefully, they died quickly. Could you suck in the gas to make it go quicker?

In a small room, somewhere in the camp, we listened to a recording of “El Maleh Rahamim,” a Jewish prayer for the soul of the departed, or in this case the six million souls of the departed, and then our guide asked if any of us had names we wanted to say, in remembrance. Names floated into the cold air, one after another after another, and when it was my turn, I recited the only three names of Saba Yehuda’s family members that I knew. I said his parents’ names, “Moises Sadicario, Rosa Sadicario,” in a steady-somber voice, but when I said his brother’s name, “Jacko Sadicario,” I thought about a part of Jacko’s poem to his lover in Salonica:

Your voice, my love, is minor key mist

All mourning, moistness and right

How many times can your eyes I kiss

Before they melt into puddles of light

And before I could finish his name—I got stuck somewhere around the third syllable of my grandfather’s former family name, Sadicario, a name that is no longer alive in our family—my voice cracked, and a high-pitched wail scrambled from my chest, like a bleating animal made aware of its impending slaughter, ugly and piteous, and I was, for a moment, ashamed, and then Avichai—who had dark hair, big brown eyes, crooked bottom teeth, and bulging biceps, and who had lived in America for two years as a kid—put his strong arm around my shoulder. And then, Rinat—who had golden hair, cut short, and a quick smile, and had said seven names, just before, when it was her turn—stood up and moved across the room, toward me. We’d barely spoken before then, but I’d noticed, as soon as I’d arrived at school, her large, pillowy breasts. As she wrapped her arms around me there, in that small room in Auschwitz, and I felt her breasts pushing against my stomach, I was afraid for a moment that I’d get an erection, but I didn’t, and the wave of lust passed from my loins, and soon more arms were around me, more hands on my shoulders, and my tears evaporated on my face, and I didn’t feel alone or sad anymore.

That night Rinat invited me to come hang out in the room she was sharing with another girl, named Maayan, who had long eyelashes and a slight lisp. Avichai was there too, and so was another friend of Avichai’s, a narrow-faced guy named Meron, whose grandparents were from Libya, and who had a golden-tan complexion even in the late fall. We all talked for a bit about the day, in serious tones, and then Meron pulled out an iPod player, scrolled until he found what he was looking for, and clicked play.

It took me a moment to recognize the Queen song, so familiar but so strange to hear playing here, in Poland, not so far from the death camps where a third of our people had been exterminated. I wasn’t sure if Meron meant to play this as a sad song, and I sat there, my hands stuffed under my thighs, blinking, confused, embarrassed for him and for all of us, until Rinat stood up and began swaying and mouthing the words: “Mamaaaa, just killed a man.” We all watched as Rinat rotated her hips back and forth, her eyes squeezed shut. Then Avichai, next to me on the bed, chimed in with the “ooh-ooh-ooh-ooh”s, and Maayan leapt up onto the other bed to take the solo on air guitar, her face scrunched up and focused, and by the time we were halfway through the song, we were all jumping on Rinat’s and Maayan’s beds, laughing and singing at the top of our lungs, screaming “Bohemian Rhapsody” in a dingy hotel in the middle of Poland, belting out nonsense about silhouettos and scaramouches that amounted, I understood, to a graceful sort of fuck you to the ghosts of our people’s tormentors: because we were here, pulsating, alive, filled with sex and meaning, boys and girls with fast-approaching draft dates, preparing ourselves to take up arms to continue the defense of our people, to become men and women standing proud under the blue and white banner of never again.
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