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			For Zeina and Yazan 
(Leila, you got your own chapter!) 
and for all the black sheep, you are the G.O.A.T.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			A QUESTION

			“IS YOUR DAD dead?”

			Leila doesn’t make eye contact. Her five-year-old legs stretch out over mine. We’re still in pajamas, our labneh-smeared plates stacked by the sink. The kitchen floor beneath us is cold after a long winter. Her question is a gut-punch.

			“No.” I clear my throat and turn her face to mine. “Why would you ask me that?”

			“Because we only talk to Taytay and Namo and Khalo,” she says, meaning her grandmother, aunt, and uncles.

			“We just don’t talk to each other,” I offer, already knowing it won’t be enough.

			“Why?”

			Emily had warned me this might happen. Leila had been asking questions, she said, maybe I should be ready for them. But how do you tell your daughter that some families, in fact, disown their daughters? That mine did it twice? That you can still love a country even when it does not love you back?

			If there are answers to these questions, I don’t know them. So I go with something simple. “Because he doesn’t understand me.” I work my fingers through her hair, tangled from the kind of deep sleep I must have had once. “He doesn’t like that I married Mommy.”

			“Why doesn’t he like Mommy? Everyone loves Mommy.” Leila’s eyes narrow like she’s ready for a fight. I’ve said the wrong thing.

			“In Jordan, two women can’t get married.”

			“What would happen to you?”

			“I’d probably be killed.”

			“But you said Jordan is beautiful!”

			“It is beautiful, Leiloushti.”

			Leila goes quiet. Next to us, my phone is dark. I imagine my mother in Amman, waiting by her own phone, halos of cigarette smoke around her sunny-brown hair. It’s been half a dozen years since she and my father moved from the palatial estate of my childhood and into an apartment nearby, more appropriate for the two of them and their small staff. I will likely never see the room that she waits in for our calls, but I can picture her fussed-over houseplants, the throbbing reds and blues of the Persian rug at her feet.

			I think about what Leila knows: about the time my cousin Omar and I drank the “magic potions” we made from our uncle’s chemistry set, how my grandmother rushed us to the hospital so quickly she forgot to put on her hijab. I’ve told her about sneaking the car out when I was eight years old and crashing it into a tree. I’ve explained all the Muslim holidays to her, the best pastries for Eid, what it’s like to float in the Dead Sea. She’s learned how to cook using her nose. She’s heard about the soccer games in the streets, about the two tortoises we used for goalposts and how they would wander off midgame. She knows about the pistachio rolled ice cream that I ate with my cousins during Amman’s endless summers.

			I think about what Leila doesn’t know: The suicide attempts. The policeman pointing a gun at the back of my head. My first sexual experience, a terrible secret with a much older woman. The honor killings. The asylum hearings and weeks spent alone and shivering on a Greyhound bus. Emily’s and my wedding, when not a single member of my family showed up. All the years I would call home, only to hear the click of the dial tone. The parts of my story I’ve left out to protect my daughter’s innocence, the version of the world I would like her to live in.

			I take a deep breath.

			“Do you want to talk to Jiddo?”

			Leila’s body stiffens against mine. She calls my bluff. She doesn’t even hesitate. “Yes!” she says with the enviable confidence of a child. I don’t want to stand in the way of her getting to know her grandfather. I want her to believe that all people are good. I want to believe the same thing.

			

			•   •   •

			Technically, the last time I spoke to my father was seven years before that morning on the kitchen floor. Before Leila, before the new house and school in Columbus. In many ways my father and I were strangers to each other even then, still navigating a tense reconciliation after our first seven years of silence.

			I asked Emily to marry me in Illinois, conspiring with her family to surprise her. Her sister scattered Ring Pops—I had always threatened to propose with one—like rose petals along the sidewalk that led to Emily’s favorite breakfast joint. It was a Midwestern April, bright and wet. The ground soaked through the knee of my pants; the sun burned my eyes as I looked up at her.

			“Did you say yes?” I asked, practically panting, my face pressed against Emily’s shoulder.

			“Did you ask anything?” she teased. I didn’t know if I had.

			The restaurant was full of relatives and friends—when Emily saw them, she put her hands over her heart, her curls swung with wild laughter. We collected hugs and clinked glasses and reveled in the hours made, it seemed, just for us. Even her divorced parents set aside old resentments for the morning. Looking at them, I wondered how I could be so good at mending other people’s families, but never mine. Amid so much joy, that familiar loneliness found me; all I could see were empty chairs where my own family should have been.

			Later, in the quiet of her mother’s guest bedroom, Emily wanted to know if I had told my parents about our engagement yet. “You always think worst-case scenario,” she said. I didn’t know how to tell her that the scenarios I thought about were so much worse now that her feelings were at stake.

			In the email to my parents the next day, I wrote, I know this is hard for you to hear, because this is not what you expected for your daughter. But I have never been happier, and I hope I can have your blessings.

			Even though I also wrote, I haven’t told anyone else in the family—I want to share it with you first, it was my brother who called a few days later, after Emily and I had returned home to Atlanta.

			“How could you do this?” he asked, and I wondered which part he thought was more audacious: that I had fallen in love or that I expected anybody to be happy for me. “Couldn’t you wait until they died?”

			“Until they died? Seriously, Ali? That’s the best you’ve got?” I raged at him. I smacked the steering wheel of my parked car, baking in the Georgia sun.

			“And she’s Jewish!”

			“Jews and Muslims have a lot in common. We don’t eat pig—”

			“This is not funny.”

			“It is a little funny,” I taunted.

			“Why are you doing this?”

			“The same reason you did it. We’re in love. We’re going to have kids.”

			“Kids? Are you crazy? You can’t have kids.”

			“Why? Because she’s a woman? Or because she’s Jewish?”

			“Just don’t expect them to call you,” he warned.

			“Kul kharah,” I told him. Eat shit.

			We hung up on each other.

			Months later, in a hotel room in California, where Emily and I were looking at wedding venues, my mother’s number appeared on my cell phone.

			“Answer it!” Emily urged, a wellspring of hope. She perched on the edge of the bed during the call, smiling and searching my eyes as if they might translate Arabic into something she could understand.

			“Well! What did she say?”

			“She said that it’s hot there.”

			My mother continued to call me to report on the weather, a heat wave or a cloudy day. Before the wedding, and after. After Leila was born, then Zeina, then Yazan. When the girls were old enough, we began our Saturday morning video chats. She never mentioned the email. Looking back now, I can see that her phone calls were her way of being there for me in the only way she knew how. Those mundane calls were a radical defiance. She was still there.

			My father never responded.

			

			•   •   •

			My mother’s Saturday is seven hours ahead of ours. She looks elegant as always, and I’m sure the tag in her shirt says dry clean only. I try not to glance at my own tiny portrait in the corner of the screen. My T-shirt. My disheveled hair. I know my mother won’t say anything; she doesn’t need to.

			“Mama, is Baba there?”

			“Seriously?” A wide Syrian smile spreads across my mother’s face.

			“Yes, get Baba.”

			She is replaced by a tilted view of the ceiling. I give Leila a squeeze. She bounces in excitement. Emily is nearby. I can feel her listening. A commotion of light flashes across the screen, and then my father’s face materializes in my outstretched hand. My mother’s after that.

			I have seen pictures of him during the silence. When my mom or sister sends photos of vacations, family gatherings, or weddings, sometimes my father’s face appears in them like a phantom. It has always made me feel numb, as if I am looking at a person I have met but whose name I don’t remember. Now, before me, I can see how much older he has gotten. Thinner, though, maybe even healthier. There’s a new beard. I’m not sure how I feel about it.

			“Baba, this is Leila—”

			“I’m Leila!” she interjects. I don’t know if she is rescuing me or simply unable to restrain herself. I move my face out of frame.

			“I know! Hello, Leila!”

			The three of them gaze at one another for long, happy seconds.

			“I have a brother and a sister,” she announces.

			“I know, habibti.” I search my memory for a smile this big on my father’s face. I turn up nothing.

			“Today we are going to the park, and maybe swimming.”

			“You know how to swim?”

			“Yes, Mama taught me and Zeina how to swim. We love to swim. Do you know how to swim?”

			“Yes, I like to swim.”

			My chest is tight, and my throat is dry. “Okay, we have to go now,” I manage with what I hope might pass as a cheerful tone.

			When the screen goes dark, Leila, satisfied, jumps off my lap, ready to find her younger sister and share the happy news—they have another grandpa.

			“Are you okay?” Emily asks. She’s tucking chairs under the kitchen table.

			“I’m fine.” If anyone knows about my powers of compartmentalization, it’s Emily. “Time to get ready! Socks and shoes! Who wants cinnamon rolls?”

			Both girls appear in the doorway, each trying to be louder than the other: “I do!”

			“How many cinnamon rolls today, Zeina?”

			“Forty-four.” She grins, ready for our game.

			“How about one hundred and forty-four?” Zeina is becoming something of a folk hero in our neighborhood, downing huge cinnamon rolls like mere dinner mints.

			We gather jackets, wrestle with the stroller. A few minutes later we are a brigade of sneakers and mismatched socks, marching to the bakery. I try to forget my father’s face, to push it down deep and hide it, like I always do. I try to tuck the past away in its assigned compartment and rejoin the present moment. But as we walk, my mind is racing, and I know that, at some point, I will have to tell Leila everything. She will never truly understand herself if she doesn’t know her family’s history and the complexity of her identity. If she does not know about the scars, the strength, and resiliency she has inherited.

			As I watch my children wolf down their pastries, I am overwhelmed with all the things I need to tell them. What has shaped me and what has saved me, and how I found purpose, belonging, and home in the most unexpected places.

			This is what I want them to know.
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		CHAPTER 1

		TOM

		I WAS LEILA’S age the first time I watched a sheep get slaughtered.

		It was Eid al-Adha, the holiday that celebrates Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son to prove his devotion to God. At the last minute, God intervened and provided Abraham a sheep to kill instead. On Eid al-Adha, Muslims celebrate Abraham’s unwavering faith and God’s mercy by slaughtering an animal—usually a goat or a sheep—and sharing the meat with relatives, neighbors, and the poor.

		At six years old, I knew the story of Abraham; sometimes I’d scare my younger brother Ali by saying, “Imagine if God didn’t stop him—you’d be dead.” But for me, the holiday was about something much more important: new clothes and money. For Muslim children, Eid al-Adha is one of the best weeks of the year. No school, new outfits, and at the end of the week, the toy stores open back up for kids to spend their Eid money on various treasures: a soccer ball, water guns, comic books, and Pop Rocks.

		That year, we celebrated Eid al-Adha with my dad’s side of the family. We called my dad’s father Jiddo Riyad (Grandpa Riyad), and his house was in the same neighborhood as ours. We lived in Amman, the capital of Jordan. Amman was built across seven hills, or jabals, and each hill was its own neighborhood. Our neighborhood, Jabal Amman, was well-known for being where the royal family and prime minister lived. Jiddo Riyad’s house was across the street from the Qatar embassy. The British, French, and Spanish consulates were just down the road. Because the neighborhood was full of royalty and diplomats, a Jordanian soldier was stationed outside many of the homes, including Jiddo Riyad’s. They wore blue berets and held rifles.

		Jiddo Riyad’s house stood like a fort behind a concrete wall, snaking out in all directions, full of dark rooms I had never seen. It had to be a big house because my grandfather had thirteen kids, six boys and seven girls, and among them they had dozens of their own children. I grew up in a legion of cousins, and on holidays like Eid al-Adha, all of us (almost without exception) gathered at Jiddo Riyad’s to celebrate. It was roomy enough for everyone, and modern enough to be comfortable—except for one bathroom that still featured a squat toilet, a porcelain bowl sunk into the floor that required much balance and care. Even though his children complained, my grandfather made a point of keeping this old-world fixture. Jiddo Riyad came from a very old village called Salt. Maybe because of this, he sometimes seemed uncomfortable with fancy things; it was important to him to hold on to the customs and traditions of his youth.

		For most of the day we would play outside, usually never-ending games of soccer, but also plucking nuts from the pistachio trees and scrambling around the large fountain that was always mysteriously dry. Behind the house and down a set of stone steps, a metal playground gleamed in the desert sun, complete with a seesaw, a slide, swings, and monkey bars. By late morning the slide would be so searingly hot that we’d have to use old rice sacks to protect our skin from burns.

		The most exciting part of Eid was when Jiddo Riyad would summon each grandchild to his recliner, where he would dole out money to us, one by one. An imposing man despite his white hair and short stature, Jiddo Riyad’s steel factories had made him a millionaire and quite prominent in Amman. He was feared and respected in his own family and throughout the city. Normally he was serious and reserved, but handing out gifts to his grandchildren made him glow with delight. Because I was the oldest child in my family, and the oldest grandchild of Jiddo Riyad’s second wife, I often received more money than my cousins. It was my responsibility to care for my younger siblings, and many years I would organize a pool between us, so we could afford a more valuable gift from the toy store, something we could share.

		After the money was handed out, we would assemble in the family dining room for a feast of mansaf, lamb simmered in yogurt and served over rice. Mansaf is not only my favorite meal, but also the national dish of Jordan. It is served on the holiest days of the Muslim calendar and has been used for centuries as peace offerings between tribes. Mansaf is always served from a massive communal dish and eaten with the hands. When we ate mansaf, we didn’t sit at the table, we stood around it, sleeves rolled up, reaching into the platter for fistfuls of rice. The meat served on Eid al-Adha comes from the animal that has been sacrificed that day, and each year my grandfather hired men to slaughter thirteen sheep for his thirteen children. Most families only sacrifice a lamb for every son, just as Abraham did. But because our family was so well-off, it was expected that we would distribute a greater amount of meat to the poor.

		I had never given much thought to the lamb in our mansaf, until that year, the year I turned seven, and my cousin Hussein suggested we go watch the men as they performed the ritual. Hussein was four years older than the group of cousins I tended to play with, confident and cocky. I didn’t really want to watch whatever happened outside, but I didn’t want Hussein to think I was scared either. I took my younger brother Ali by the hand, and together we followed Hussein to the backyard.

		We chose the flat, elevated area, a spot where we normally played cards or marbles. From there we were only about ten feet from the playground, where three men were sharpening long, swordlike knives. They were dressed in loose-fitting gray linen and wore kaffiyehs, the traditional Arab headdress. Behind them, a pack of dirty white sheep stood together in a line, looking oblivious.

		“So they’ll slit the throat, and you’ll see all this blood drain,” said Hussein with annoying authority. I could tell now that he had brought us here simply to show off how smart and tough he thought he was. “And the sheep will kick and make these crying noises, and then they’ll hang it upside down on the hook, and all the blood will come out, and then the sheep will stop making noises and die. It’s not scary, just watch.”

		I squeezed Ali. He was only five, his dark hair trimmed into a perfect bowl cut. “Get ready to close your eyes,” I whispered. I didn’t want him to embarrass us in front of Hussein. “Whatever you do, don’t scream.” I kept my hands on his shoulders so that I could cover his mouth if he did.

		Below us, the men clinked their knives together and prayed in unison. As two of the men sandwiched the first sheep between their legs, I took a deep breath. The man in the front pulled the animal’s head back and in one sharp motion drew his knife across its neck. Just as Hussein had promised, a curtain of blood poured from the wound, instantly soaking the dusty ground and the bottom of the men’s pants. As the sheep shuddered and groaned, the second man quickly wrapped a rope around its back legs and flipped it upside down. With little struggle, he hung the animal on an S-shaped hook that was dangling from the monkey bars. For a few long seconds, it kicked and screeched and swung chaotically, blood raining down everywhere, creating dark pools in the dirt. Then all at once, it went silent and still, and the men bowed their heads in prayer.

		It was as if my mouth and throat had been stuffed with wool. We weren’t supposed to pray when we were dirty, I knew that. And we weren’t supposed to kill things or hurt them either. Everything that was happening in front of me was wrong. I let go of Ali’s shoulders and pushed past Hussein. I knew the men would not question me; they were my grandfather’s employees. I marched past the swings and the slide and snatched the rope of the first sheep I came to.

		“What are you doing?” I heard Hussein yell behind me.

		“This one’s mine. I’m taking it,” I shouted back.

		“Where are you taking it?”

		“They are not going to kill my sheep. I’m taking it inside Jiddo’s house. It can live there.”

		“Put it back before you get in trouble!”

		“No!”

		The sheep followed without protest as I led it toward the house. I knew I couldn’t walk into the dining room with it; all of the adults were gathered there. Instead, I made my way to the door that we almost never used, the one that opened to Jiddo Riyad’s formal living room, a space reserved solely for entertaining important guests—not for children and certainly not for sheep. Inside, red and black rugs were layered over the concrete floor, filling the room with a raw and dusty smell. Shafts of midafternoon sunlight took aim through the windows, and plush cushions sat ready for visitors. I threw myself down on one of them.

		For the first time, I looked at the sheep, now at eye level. “It’s going to be okay,” I told it. I petted its tangled, wiry coat.

		Hussein and Ali were the first to arrive. But soon, more cousins streamed in. Then my father was there; my mother, too.

		“Luma!” my father said. “What is going on?”

		“There was blood everywhere! They can’t kill this sheep,” I argued. “It’s mine.”

		“You need to take the sheep outside right now. Jiddo will not be okay with this.” Next to him, my mother, a strict vegetarian, stood with her arms crossed in a show of solidarity with my dad, but I swear I saw a smirk pass over her lips.

		“What’s going on?” My grandfather’s voice came from the door.

		My father stepped out of Jiddo’s way. Everyone always stepped out of Jiddo’s way.

		“Jiddo, I know we are supposed to kill sheep for Eid. But you cannot kill . . . Tom.” Perhaps if the sheep had a name, I reasoned, Jiddo Riyad would be less likely to slaughter it. The only animals I knew were the ones on TV, and at the time, Tom and Jerry was my favorite cartoon.

		“Tom?” Jiddo Riyad repeated, looking confused. My grandfather rarely spoke English; the Western name sounded weird coming from his mouth.

		“Yes, this is Tom, and I don’t want him to die. There are enough sheep we are killing today, and I love Tom. You have a big house; he can live here with you.” I wondered: could a sheep use a squat toilet?

		The room seemed to fill with a thick tension—like a balloon about to burst—as everyone waited for Jiddo Riyad to reprimand me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hussein put his hand over his mouth. My father shook his head in shame. My mother said nothing.

		And then Jiddo Riyad did something no one expected him to do. He laughed. His laughter seemed to give everyone else permission to do the same.

		“Okay, we will keep Tom,” he said to me, and then, to my father: “You have your hands full with this one.”

		As the adults filed out, my cousins gathered around Tom and me, laughing and petting the lucky sheep.

		

		•   •   •

		When it was time to eat, I left Tom in the living room, satisfied that he would be safe and comfortable while we ate the family meal. (I know now that my grandfather let Tom stay for a few days. What happened to him afterward I can only imagine.) When the platter of mansaf was placed at the kids’ table, we stood around and scooped rice with our hands. Every time I reached for the lamb, though, my cousins would push the plate just out of reach.

		“What are you doing?” I asked, irritated.

		“You can’t eat Jerry!” Hussein said with a haughty sneer. The rest of my cousins giggled.

		“You’re a jerk,” I said.

		“Luma, come here.” Jiddo Riyad beckoned from the adult table. “Come stand next to me.”

		The invitation surprised me. My grandfather always stood at the head of the table; whoever was invited to eat next to him was considered the guest of honor; typically it was a person about to graduate or get married. Even at seven years old, I understood how meaningful Jiddo Riyad’s gesture was.

		“Yes, Jiddo,” I said obediently.

		Jiddo Riyad gathered me in the crook of his arm. With his other hand he formed a small ball of rice and lovingly placed it near my lips. I smiled and took a bite. I hoped Hussein was watching.

		“Here,” Jiddo said, reaching for one of the lamb bones. He was offering me the marrow, the delicacy the adults usually argued over. My cousins had tried marrow; they said it was gross. Sure enough, it looked oily and brown, like spoiled pudding. But now, with all eyes on me, my revered grandfather holding me affectionately, what felt right and what was right seemed very far apart. I didn’t want to eat one of those innocent animals that had died on the playground, but I was hungry, and I didn’t want to disappoint my family.

		I tipped my head back and sucked the marrow straight from the bone.

	
		CHAPTER 2

		BOMBS ABOUT TO EXPLODE

		MY OTHER SET of grandparents also lived in Jabal Amman, a short walk in the opposite direction. The time we spent there looked similar—backyard soccer games and large family meals—but felt very different. Their house was smaller in a cozy way, louder in a laid-back way. For much of my childhood it was my favorite place to be.

		My grandmother’s name was Munawar, the Arabic word for “illuminated” or “bright light.” It was the perfect name for her. Her hazel eyes shone, and her pink cheeks glowed, and she seemed to emit a kind of warmth that I only ever felt in her home, in her presence. Her siblings called her Noura for short, and I called her Taytay, Grandmother.

		Taytay was pure affection. Her embraces were the full-body kind. She had a massive sectional couch that snaked around her living room, big enough for her six children and their children, too. When you sat next to Taytay, she would rub your back or scratch your head. This was very different from family time at Jiddo Riyad’s house, where my grandfather’s recliner presided over two rows of seating, almost like a king holding court. When Jiddo Riyad was watching TV, no one dared to speak. When the TV was on at Taytay’s house, you couldn’t hear it over the laughter.

		Like Jiddo Riyad, Taytay was a devout Muslim, but she did things her own way. She wore a hijab, the traditional head covering for Muslim women, but also left a few strands of her brown hair revealed. While many Muslim women shrouded their entire bodies, Taytay wore her clothes to the elbow and the knee. Sometimes I would ask her why she didn’t cover up head to toe like the others. She would laugh and remind me that we lived in the desert. The Quran required us to be modest, not stupid.

		The Quran was very explicit that we should pray five times a day, facing the holy city of Mecca, and performing salat, dropping to our knees and putting our foreheads on the ground. When my cousins warned me that I would have to make up every prayer I missed on the floor of hell, I came to Taytay upset and scared. I was a typical kid; I tried to stick with it, but there was always something more fun or interesting to do than pray. I had skipped so many prayers that my forehead would be burnt to a crisp.

		“Do you think Allah would ever harm you like that?” she assured me. “Allah is merciful and compassionate.”

		Relieved, I thought of another one of my cousins’ threats. “What about if we don’t finish our food? Will we have to eat it before we are allowed in heaven?”

		At this, she grinned. “Only the eggplant will follow you.”

		My hatred of eggplant was an affront to Taytay, who baked it, pickled it, put it in stews, and grilled it with garlic-yogurt sauce. Taytay’s Islam was peaceful and kind—except when it came to eggplant.

		I shared Taytay with my two younger brothers, Ali and Saeed, and an ever-growing number of cousins. Sometimes, though, I got very lucky and had her all to myself. I would help her in the garden, where she grew a whole market’s worth of food: apricots and grapes, tomatoes and big bunches of parsley. She even managed to coax cherry and sour plum trees from the ground. Her flower beds overflowed with the colors of her cherished Syria: red roses, white jasmine, and purple wisteria.

		Other times I would sit on the counter while she cooked, which she did almost entirely by smell; there were no cup or tablespoon measures in Taytay’s kitchen. Instead, she would lean over the pot, scowling in concentration. When the right spice combination hit her nostrils, she would raise her head and smile, nodding approvingly. On the best afternoons, she made kibbeh, football-shaped dumplings of ground lamb fried in a crispy shell of bulgur wheat.

		“Like this, Lamloom,” she would say as she modeled how to mold the wheat into a vessel for the meat. But it was no use; my clumsy hands couldn’t make the same motions. My kibbeh balls were always lopsided or torn. Instead of stuffing them with lamb, Taytay would have me roll a little baton of wheat to accompany my empty kibbeh, which she would fry until they were golden and crunchy, and then present at dinner on their own plate. We called them duu do, Arabic for “knock knock,” because of the way they looked like a mortar and pestle. We had our own language for lots of things.

		When I was old enough to be helpful, around eight or nine years old, Taytay started taking me to the market. On those days, we would climb into the boxy green Mercedes she kept parked under the grape trellis. Despite the shade the trellis provided, the leather interior of the car was always nuclear-hot, and I’d sit low in my seat to avoid burning the back of my thighs.

		The markets were outside, with rows of produce vendors lined up along a narrow path of dusty concrete. Around one corner was the bakery where we bought our fresh pita; around the other was the butcher. There were bags of rice as tall as me and bags of spices rolled open to reveal their vibrant colors and scents. Some of the fruit stands were operated by kids my age; most were run by older men with serious faces. They shouted over each other as they restocked their shelves: “Eggplants!” “Tomatoes!” “Lemons!” “Ten for a JD!” If you didn’t speak Arabic, you would think they were fighting.

		If it was especially busy and no one would come to the car to assist us, Taytay would send me into the market on my own and I would use my small body to weave through the throngs of shoppers. Other times we would walk together to our reliable grocers, the men we could count on to have the very best produce. I loved watching Taytay barter and charm, the way she knew when to push and when to walk away. The way she knew which vendors hid the good stuff in the back—Egyptian mangos, sugar apples, and loquats. The way she would use her magic nostrils to tell how good the fruit was.

		Once everything was loaded into the cavernous trunk of the Mercedes, we would head home, keeping the sour green plums in the front seat between us. We always had the fruit man salt the plums, our reward for getting the shopping done.

		

		•   •   •

		Our life was good. Full of family and food and trips to the beautiful places near our home. But it wasn’t always that way for my mother and her parents. They weren’t Jordanian; they were from Damascus, the capital of Syria.

		In 1964, a decade before I was born, the Ba’ath Party had taken control of the Syrian government, along with everything else in the country: the military, the banks, the schools, and the factories. They said that the government would take care of everyone equally. They said that this was how Syria would achieve unity. But their version of equality and unity was not optional—it was mandatory. Anyone who didn’t comply was thrown in jail, tortured, or killed. The brutality of the regime would change Syria forever.

		As the owner of a clothing factory that employed hundreds of people, my grandfather was targeted by the leaders of the new regime. Soldiers waited for him at his work and at the mosque, eager to jail him because he refused to hand over his factory to the government.

		Like many families in Damascus, my grandparents lived in a three-story courtyard apartment building, full of uncles, aunts, and cousins. To evade capture, Jiddo Suheil began spending each night in a different unit with a different family member, rarely sleeping, mostly praying and waiting for the knock on the door.

		It was my grandmother who left first. Unwilling to live in harm’s way any longer and six months pregnant, she loaded her five children into the family car and drove 128 miles from their old life in Damascus—their friends, family, and schools—to find safety in Amman. From the front seat, my sixteen-year-old mother sobbed as the orchards and pine groves of Syria gave way to the dusty hills of Jordan. They were refugees. After two of his brothers were arrested and his factory finally seized, Jiddo Suheil accepted that if he didn’t leave his beloved country, he would certainly die there. The Syria he knew was no more.

		They lost so much. The brothers who were tortured and killed. The factory and the life savings. Most of all, my grandparents lost their country, their history, and their culture. The big things like the family heirlooms and photographs, and the little things like the smell of cherry trees, Friday night picnics, and family outings to the mountains or the Mediterranean coast. A community they were a part of and a sense of belonging that comes from being born in a place and staying there. They no longer had a place to call home.

		Even though Jordan and Syria share a border, they are very different countries. Different accents, different skin tones, different facial features. Syrian food was elaborate and light; Jordanian cuisine was basic and heavy. Syrian culture was urbane and cosmopolitan; Jordan didn’t even have a university until 1962. Syrian people were well educated and quick to adapt; Jordanians resented the influx of capable foreigners into their country.

		My grandparents were outsiders in Jordan, and their light eyes and soft, singsong Syrian accents gave them away. Still, they persevered. Grateful to Jordan for taking them in, they created a life there. They bought land for an olive grove. My grandfather replicated his clothing factories, and my grandmother went to work planting a garden, putting down new roots in this new land. They were lucky—so many of their neighbors in Syria were not.

		But the violence my grandfather narrowly escaped would follow him. It would find him in the end.

		I was three months old the first time I heard bombs exploding. I don’t remember it, obviously, but it’s a story my mom shared with me as I got older. She had taken me to Beirut, Lebanon, a beautiful city perched on the edge of the Mediterranean Sea, because her father had suffered a stroke while he was there on business. The doctors said that Jiddo Suheil was probably not going to survive and that the family should gather to say goodbye. So my mother and great-grandmother, baby in tow, took the one-hour flight from Amman to Beirut. There they reunited with my grandmother and my aunt, who lived in the city with her Lebanese husband and two young children.

		In 1975, Lebanon was on the brink of a civil war, another conflict between Muslims and Christians over territory and control. For months, the city had been plagued by violent uprisings and splintering into factions, until the infamous “green line” was drawn, dividing Beirut into a Muslim West and a Christian East. But my mom didn’t think much about taking me there. Often it felt as if the entire Middle East was on the brink of war. If you put your life on pause because there might be a war, your whole life would just be one big pause, and then you’d die. It’s like the resting heart rate of the region is one hundred beats a minute. When that’s all you know, you just get used to it.

		On our second night in Beirut, the bombs began falling.
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It's hard to say goodbye when you don’t want to go.
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