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For those struck down by hate,
your stories still keep you among us.




She’s so young. Would you not let her blossom a bit more?

—friend of Yusor Mohammad Abu-Salha

Events matter little, only stories of events affect us.

—Rabih Alameddine, The Hakawati
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ANOTHER ANGRY phone call, and it was only Tuesday.

“It’s very haram, Ms. Rahman! All that drinking and debauchery!”

Afaf Rahman inhaled deeply. She had cultivated a reputation for patience as principal of the Nurrideen School for Girls. This wasn’t the first complaint lodged against a book. “The Great Gatsby is a state-approved text, Mrs. Ibrahim,” she calmly explained to the parent on the other end.

“The state of Illinois is not raising my daughter to be a proper muslimah, Ms. Rahman.” A swift retort. She could hear sneering through the line.

The fathers rarely called Afaf—a professional woman with two master’s degrees—didn’t bother speaking with a marra. The men coached their wives on what to say when they called her. She could tell by the weak persistence in their voices that some of the wives had not taken their husbands’ positions against the liberal education of their daughters.

This mother, however, was raring to go.

Afaf’s assistant Sabah appeared in the doorway of her office, holding a folder. Afaf waved her in. “Um Ibrahim, raising your daughter to be a proper muslimah is your job at home, and my job at this school.” She rolled her eyes at Sabah. “I’m also responsible for providing each young woman enrolled at this school with a competitive education. I’m confident that no book could ever steer her—or any of my students—off the path of righteousness, Um Ibrahim.”

My students—four hundred young, bright, and determined girls whom Afaf claimed as her own daughters. Her love and devotion to them were fierce.

Sabah pointed at a signature line on a document and handed her a pen. Her assistant wore a thickly knitted infinity scarf around her neck and a long sweater over her abaya. In the middle of February in Illinois, you could bet on a wind chill of ten degrees one day and wake up the next morning to a thirty-degree hike above normal.

“Have you read The Great Gatsby, Um Ibrahim?” Afaf asked the parent on the phone, quickly signing the form.

Sabah smiled, knowingly shaking her head, and replaced the document in a folder. She retreated to her desk outside Afaf’s door.

“Well, no. Abu Ibrahim and I watched it on Netflix. Leonardo DiCaprio’s in it.”

Afaf massaged her left temple. “I see. Perhaps you and your husband should read it. I can arrange for copies to be sent home with your daughter Eman. Inshallah we can sit down once you’ve read it and discuss your concerns.” A few seconds of silence. She scratched the top of her hijab with the antennae of her two-way radio, waiting.

In her ten years at Nurrideen School, Afaf wrestled with parents who never backed down—a few even withdrew their daughters’ enrollment. The majority eventually relented and trusted her. Still, she chose her battles: contraception could be explored in health class, without encouraging premarital sex. And absolutely no discussion of abortion.

“No. That won’t be necessary, Ms. Afaf. May Allah give you the strength and wisdom to guide our daughters in this frightening world.”

The parent hung up and Afaf left her office, clutching her radio. She gave Sabah a thumbs-up.

Her assistant laughed. “By the way, the interfaith summit meeting is rescheduled to next week. They’re sending us a revised agenda by the end of the day.”

“Good. Who are the student ambassadors?”

Sabah scanned her desk. “Majeeda Abu Lateef, Jenin Muhsin, and Renah Abdel Bakir. Two seniors, one junior.”

Afaf nodded. Jenin was her daughter Azmia’s best friend and the two of them had started the first student chapter of Amnesty International at Nurrideen School. Azmia had been only a freshman that year, already championing human rights. Like so many of her peers, she’d paid close attention to the case of Malala Yousafzai, a fifteen-year-old student like her, shot in the head for wanting an education. Azmia had been rattled for days.

How can they do that? Aren’t they Muslim, too? her daughter had wanted to know. Afaf had no good answer except, They’re not true muslimeen, habibti.

Then Sandy Hook happened and Azmia helped mobilize a student rally that traveled all the way to Springfield, joining other groups demanding that Illinois legislators hold Congress responsible for the lives of those twenty young souls.

Azmia was a senior now, her eyes set on international law. Her friend Jenin had chosen premed with plans to volunteer with Doctors Without Borders. Sometimes Afaf stood outside a classroom, listening at the door as the teacher lectured, followed by an intermittent chorus of loud and unflappable responses. She was overcome by her students’ sense of pride and purpose. There was an infinite number of choices for these young women.

At home, Afaf watched Azmia at the kitchen table, her head buried in a textbook, hair pulled into a bun, marveling at this magnificent creature who was nothing like Afaf had been at her age, wrecked and lost. Azmia was an extraordinary surprise at the saddest part of her life, growing up bold and assertive, her brothers fretting over her, though she constantly pushed them away, making room to spread her wings, to chart her own course.

When she was nine years old, the girls in her Brownies troop told Azmia she was lucky she didn’t look Muslim. She’d come home fighting tears and begging Afaf’s permission to begin wearing hijab.

Afaf had gathered her in her arms. Why, my love? You’re still so young.

Azmia’s eyebrows furrowed like two wings intersecting as they always did when she was about to cry—a rare occasion, as tough as she was.

I don’t want anyone to make a mistake about who I am.

Hadn’t every muslimah asserted this collective identity to the world? There could be no mistake about who they are, what they believe. Her daughter’s brazenness still amazed Afaf; Azmia was so unlike how she herself had been at her age, a mousy girl with no sense of self, an invisible child. It’s what your children did: erased your flaws, your tragedies.

Outside her office, Lou, the school security guard, sat at a small wooden table, spectacles propped on the bridge of his freckled nose, reading a newspaper. He didn’t look up, the bill of his White Sox cap shadowing his eyes. He raised his two-way radio in greeting.

Afaf remembered his skeptical look when she hired Lou last year.

“I’ve been retired from the force for five years. I’d never worked with a Muslim population.” He pronounced it Moo-slim and looked like he wouldn’t have been disappointed if he didn’t get the job.

And yet Afaf had wanted him. He had that self-assured way that white people oozed because they believed you counted on them to improve matters. After a series of bomb threats, a jittery school board swiftly approved the full-time hiring of Lou, an ex–Chicago cop.

She turned down the corridor past the cafeteria, where laughter and chatter rose and fell. Young girls—twelve through eighteen—ate turkey sandwiches and sipped from water bottles, their heads swaddled in the compulsory white hijab, their bodies hidden under shapeless forest-green uniforms.

The head of the cafeteria staff waved at Afaf with her metal tongs. Um Khaddar was a widow, ancient and ageless all at once, with nine grown children. She’d pleaded with Afaf for a job in the kitchen to fill her empty days. The students adored Um Khaddar; she was like a mother hen, plump and fretting over wasted food.

“Mashallah, ya sayidah Rahman!” Um Khaddar would proclaim. “These girls have every liberty nowadays. How I envy them!”

Afaf would nod and smile, hoping progress would continue and every one of her students would reach her full potential. They were no longer swayed by fancy marriage proposals and dowries of gold. Careers in law, medicine, and political activism glittered on the horizon of their young lives more brilliantly than diamond rings. Her own teenage years were a blur of indifferent white boys, a deep loneliness engulfing her.

Afaf waved back at Um Khaddar with her two-way radio, moving past the glass-plated window of the Student Services Office, past posters on good citizenship and high expectations. A framed photograph of President Obama smiled down on her. She would miss the noon prayers if she didn’t hurry.

“Ms. Rahman! Ms. Rahman!”

Afaf halted, sighed, and spun around. A short and stocky girl with a round face beamed up at her. Najwa Othman, a senior. She was neck-and-neck with another student for valedictorian. Her mother and Afaf had been in elementary school together. She was shocked to see how well Afaf had turned out in the end.

“Salaam alaykum, Ms. Rahman! Have you had a chance to look over my proposal for the blood drive?” Najwa didn’t draw breath, batting her thick black eyelashes in expectation.

“Not yet, Najwa. I will—”

She cut Afaf off. “The deadline is in three weeks, Ms. Rahman.” Najwa bounced on the balls of her feet as she spoke, her excitement contagious, or annoying, depending on your mood.

“Three weeks is still plenty of time to—”

Najwa threw her hands up. “Inshallah I’d like to begin promoting as soon as possible, Ms. Rahman. I need your approval.”

Despite herself, Afaf smiled. “Inshallah,” she said. Exchanging a complete sentence with Najwa was as futile as predicting the weather.

Afaf hurried past the science lab. Last fall, Mrs. Sultany, the forensics teacher, won a state grant for an infrared spectrometer—Nurrideen School was the first in the area to acquire such a sophisticated instrument for chemical analysis and environmental testing. Her class had been featured in a community spotlight article while partnering with the Tempest Police Department on a case of a home burglary.

She turned east down another corridor, toward the farthest end from her office on the first floor. Snow-crusted windowpanes cast a blinding glare, and tiny dust particles circulated like small galaxies above her head. She stopped in front of a wood-paneled door with a lattice.

Afaf glanced behind her. No one was around. Dribbling balls and whistles echoed from the gymnasium on the other side of the building.

She slipped inside and pulled a light bulb chain, illuminating a space no larger than a janitor’s closet. A worn cushioned chair was propped up against one wall, a small Quran on a lamp table beside it. This had once been a confessional, Afaf had learned on a tour of the building when she was first hired to teach ten years ago. Nurrideen School in Tempest, Illinois, had long ago been Our Lady of Peace, a two-story convent housing thirty Benedictine nuns.

It was built in 1929, facing east toward Lake Michigan, though they could not see its gray-blue waters. Behind the convent was a modest field—two acres, the size of a strip mall parking lot. The sisters of Our Lady of Peace did not squander an inch of it, planting potatoes, cucumbers, tomatoes, and cabbages.

During the Great Depression, it served as a way station for poor white families traveling north to Chicago from the central and southern regions of Illinois—some came as far as Joplin, Missouri. Escaping the threat of lynching, black men broke their journey at the convent, a few staying to help the sisters harvest the fields for a few cents a day. For white farmers ruined by the Dust Bowl, Chicago gleamed against their dull, economically stunted lives, traces of the eroded soil that had failed them still clinging to their clothes when they arrived. Travelers stopped at Our Lady of Peace, ate a meager meal of hard-boiled eggs and baked apples, and put up their horses until daybreak.

Young children were sometimes abandoned in the middle of the night. Afaf imagined the sisters tending to them, killing their head lice with apple cider vinegar and hookworms with warm milk and castor oil. Soon it became regular practice—white widows and unwed mothers depositing babies and toddlers for whom they could not afford to care—and the convent transformed into a place for orphans, the sisters of Our Lady of Peace plunging the fear of God into their young, displaced bodies like a vaccine.

Afaf loved the confessional. It was a place of escape, for solitary prayer and a break from the daily school operations. Before she removed her shoes to pray on a green velvet rug, Afaf sat on the chair and breathed deeply. She propped her radio next to the Quran and gazed at the door. A mural had been painted over it depicting the annunciation of Holy Mary. Afaf studied Mary’s solemn face, upturned as she receives the angel Gabriel’s message. The brown of her pupils had dulled and flaked over many decades, and the angel’s pearly white wings had turned dingy. The image was the only Catholic relic—that and the confessional itself—left in the Islamic school.

The convent was closed down in the late 1940s when tuberculosis swept through, killing most of the nuns and whatever remaining children the welfare agencies could not reach in time. Over the decades, the state made it a halfway house for war-broken veterans. In the eighties, when President Reagan cut funding, the state turned it over to the village of Tempest.

It remained vacant until Ali Abu Nimir stood up at a board meeting one frigid evening in February 1995—two years after the Tempest Prayer Center first opened its doors only a few blocks away—and proposed a private Islamic school for children. He was a wealthy businessman—an immigrant from Palestine—who’d washed and waxed used cars before owning his first lot on the South Side of Chicago. After fulfilling hajj with his wife, he returned to Tempest with pockets tipped toward good deeds, ensuring his place in Paradise. Among them, donating to the Center and opening a school for the next generation of muslimeen who were more likely to recite the latest pop song than a verse from the Holy Quran.

Meanwhile, the white taxpayers of Tempest had been witnessing with trepidation a growing Muslim population. They’d nearly stonewalled the building of the Center in 1993; they weren’t keen on the expansion of “un-Christian spaces,” as one circulating pamphlet had charged. Ali Abu Nimir’s proposal for a school was rejected—and rejected six more times after that. It appeared the small town of Tempest was more likely to bulldoze the old convent before “letting it go to Muz-lumz.”

In the winter of 1998, its construction was finally approved with the help of a Pakistani American civil rights lawyer, and the following year Nurrideen School opened its doors, first to boys, then exclusively to young girls after a brother school opened in a neighboring township. Among the dignitaries cutting the ribbon was Ali Abu Nimir, who later resigned from the school board and returned to his Palestinian homeland, leaving behind his legacy—an engraved brick on the exterior walkway.

Afaf removed her shoes and stood up, planting her feet on the edge of the prayer rug. In two shifts, students and teachers filed into the gymnasium for scheduled communal prayer, temporarily halting games of volleyball and basketball. Most days, she preferred worshipping alone, avoiding the barrage of faculty requests and inquiries heaped on her as soon as she raised herself from the floor.

The confessional was peaceful, though not quiet. A piano tune floated from a vent in the ceiling, then a chorus of altos. Miss Camellia’s show choir was preparing for the spring concert at Navy Pier. A faint rendition of Adele’s “Skyfall” echoed above Afaf’s head. During her brief escapes from her office, she’d sit on the cushioned chair, eyes closed, listening to the melodious voices flowing from the vent. But today she only had time for prayer. Aside from parent phone calls that morning, she’d been mulling over a new budget proposal and investigating an incident of plagiarism on a term paper.

Hands folded over her stomach, Afaf whispered: “Bismallah al rahman al raheem.”

By her final prostration, Afaf heard a sound like a firecracker. She quickly finished and reached for her two-way radio.

Lou must have heard it, too.

She turned up the volume and adjusted the control. “Lou. Can you check that noise? Troublemakers again. Over.”

People around the neighborhood tossed M-80s over the school fence on a regular basis. It was a message booming loud and clear: You don’t belong here.

The vandalism had gotten worse, too. Last week they’d spray-painted a pig’s head on the field house, and two days ago a beer bottle shattered the window of Mrs. Nawal Qadir’s art classroom.

My husband’s been at me to quit, the young pregnant teacher had informed Afaf yesterday, her hijab-trimmed face tight with apprehension. She rubbed her growing belly, waiting for Afaf’s reassuring words.

We’ve taken every precaution, Nawal. And beyond that, it’s in Allah’s hands, she’d told the art teacher, sounding more exasperated than hopeful. It was a script she’d automatically recite. And when a local news van pulled up to report on the latest incident of vandalism, she’d recite another one:

We are a religion of peace, not terror. We are Americans, too.

Defying the board’s recommendation, she refused to display more flags, particularly one outside the school’s entrance for public view. One, to which an assembly of students and parents pledged allegiance during programs and graduation, was already prominently stationed in the small auditorium. Is a flag the only proof of patriotism? she’d argued to the board.

The radio crackled and Afaf set it back on the lamp table. She remained there on the floor, legs tucked under her, and closed her eyes.

Allah gift me with patience, she thought.

Eyes still closed, she gave du’aa for Azmia so she would do well on her AP psychology test this afternoon. They’d spent last night going over a dozen of Azmia’s handwritten note cards on categories of abnormal behavior.

Afaf’s cell phone buzzed. Before reading the text, she let her mind drift a moment longer in supplications for those she loved. She breathed deeply, whispered a final du’aa for her mother, who lived thousands of miles away yet still managed to disrupt Afaf’s sense of confidence. She’d weathered years of Mama’s undulating disapproval—or complete indifference.

Before she could text back, another explosion rattled the light bulb above Afaf’s head. She scrambled to her feet. The round of firecrackers sounded closer, as though coming from inside the building. From the floor above her: Miss Camellia’s music room.

Afaf looked up at the vent, her heart thumping.

The singing halted above her.

She snatched the two-way radio, her fingers trembling so badly she almost dropped it. “Lou! Come in, Lou! Gunshots! Over!”

High-pitched, wordless noise roiled from the ceiling. Young girls screaming. Terrifying and unfamiliar sounds, so unlike the swell and dip of laughter. Sounds that had lovingly crystallized in Afaf’s heart over the years she’d been teaching at Nurrideen School.

Then came loud thuds. Like bags of cement dropping to the floor.

Afaf leaned against the door, obscuring Gabriel’s wings as he hovered over Mary. Clutching the two-way radio, she listened, her face tilted up toward the vent.
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SHE DOESN’T answer her mother the first time she calls her name.

“Afaf!”

She keeps jumping on her bed.

“Afaf! Where are you?”

Majeed, her younger brother, is jumping opposite her on a twin bed. He freezes and cranes his head over the tune of “Aquarius.” The two of them play it relentlessly on a secondhand record player.

A garage sale, to Afaf’s father, is yet another novelty of American life. The first time he’d discovered one down their block, he told her mother, “These amarkan sell their own belongings for profit!” In the spring and summer, Afaf and Majeed accompany Baba on strolls up and down the alleyways of their neighborhood, searching for open garages, the white owners sitting on lawn chairs, drinking beers and tossing their cigarette butts onto the gravel, haggling with her father. Their wives wear terry-cloth shorts and halter tops, stark-white tan lines cutting through sunburned skin. Afaf can’t tear her eyes away from their sagging breasts. On their last trip, Baba purchased a record player from a man with an unkempt beard and glasses like John Lennon’s. And a desk lamp for a buck-fifty, though Afaf’s family did not own a desk in their cramped apartment. They do their homework on a chipped coffee table in the front room that her mother wipes down multiple times a day.

Mama had turned her nose up at the record player—Massari ala fadi, she scolds—a waste of money. The previous owner had thrown in an odd selection of albums: the Shangri-Las, Pat Boone, and Sam Cooke. Afaf and Majeed have so far memorized every verse of Hair, her favorite record. Baba listens to Leonard Cohen, improving his English through songs. “Suzanne” sounds like a bottomless well to Afaf.

On Sunday mornings, he strums his oud and sings ballads by his favorite Egyptian lute player, Farid al-Atrash. Not as unhappy as Leonard, Baba declares, as though both famous musicians are close friends of his.

“Afaf!”

The third time Mama calls her name it’s a sure sign of something serious. Afaf hops onto the brown shag carpeting and bolts down the narrow hallway of the apartment, Majeed sliding behind her in his tube socks across the wooden floor Mama mops every day.

Her mother’s on the phone, the yellow cord snaking around her fingers. A pot of fava bean stew boils on the stove and a stack of dishes has been brought down from the cupboard, but Mama hasn’t set them yet. Something’s disrupted her mother’s dinner activity.

She’s talking in frantic Arabic on the phone—Afaf guesses it’s Khalti Nesreen on the other end, Mama’s youngest sister, the only relative she has in the States, who lives two hours away in Kenosha, Wisconsin.

Mama turns to Afaf with wide hazel eyes, two amber stones with flecks of green or gold depending upon her mood. When she laughs, they are like tiny golden nuggets mined out of the earth. Fear and anger usually turn them green, the color they are now as Mama glares at Afaf. They’re eyes only her brother Majeed has inherited. Eyes Afaf covets every day she’s surrounded by a sea of white skin and darting blue and green eyes at Nightingale Elementary School. She has Baba’s hair, thick and wavy.

“Yes, Mama?” Afaf stands as close to her mother as she bravely can. Mama scares her in a way she doesn’t understand. Her mother is a beautiful woman who takes care of her and her siblings. She cooks every day, Afaf and Majeed coming home to pots of maklooba and pans of kufta, spices reaching them in the stairwell before they open the back door of the apartment. Before bedtime, she bathes Majeed—Afaf is allowed to wash herself now—and lays out clean clothes for the next day. But there are other days when they come home from school and find Mama in her bed, weeping. This lasts for a few days. On those nights, she hears Baba talking to Mama, his soft and consoling words muffled by her mother’s sobs. Afaf moves carefully around Mama. She’s like one of those floppy puppets at the carnival that you knock down with a ball. Afaf worries her mother might not get back up again from her bed.

“Did Nada tell you where she was going after school?” her mother demands, placing her palm over the receiver, though Afaf is certain her aunt hears Mama’s desperate plea.

It hits Afaf: her older sister has not come home yet. She and Majeed have been distracted by their singing and jumping, hadn’t paid attention to the creeping autumn dusk outside the apartment. Nada is required to be home before the streetlights turn on, before their father comes home from the factory.

“No, Mama. She didn’t say anything to me.” They both look at seven-year-old Majeed—a futile action. He shakes his head. Why would her seventeen-year-old sister tell her little brother—or Afaf—anything about her mysterious life outside their apartment?

Afaf is ten years old, patching together small pieces of her sister—the hours Nada spends smoothing down strands of her thick brown hair, fastening them with tortoiseshell barrettes, or the sly smile that creeps across her face when she reads a letter on torn-out notebook paper, folded and creased many times. The quilt Afaf has assembled of her sister isn’t a whole person—only glimpses of a double life.

“Ya rubbi!” Mama bawls into the phone. “Nesreen, where could she be?” Her shoulders shake with sobbing, but Mama still listens and nods as her aunt says things Afaf can’t hear. Mama tucks frizzy strands of hair behind her free ear. Gray ones sprout from the crown of her head; she is due for a touch-up. Every month at the kitchen table, Khalti Nesreen drapes a plastic cape around Mama’s thin shoulders while her mother cradles a tiny cup of thick coffee spiced with cardamom in her palm. They laugh at their childhood antics in Palestine and Khalti Nesreen shares tidbits of gossip about the other arrabi immigrants in her husband’s circle, squeezing the plastic bottle of dye until the very last drop. Afaf understands a handful of Arabic words and sentences:

Massari. Money. Frequently uttered.

Bilad. The old country. Tinged with longing.

Ma assalama. Goodbye. At the end of long-distance phone calls, sometimes through choked tears.

Between the sisters, the crescendo in their voices signals an intimate merriment before their volume dips and sniffles replace laughter and Afaf hears Baba’s name: Mahmood. She wonders how two syllables could carry such anger and bitterness each time Mama utters the name. Afaf understands little of her parents’ marriage. At times, she finds them at the kitchen table, Baba in the middle of a story about a mishap at the plastics factory, and Mama laughs long and hard, her shoulders shaking as she spoons dinner onto his plate, grains of rice scattering off the edge. Other times, Afaf catches them at the kitchen sink, Baba reaching for Mama’s waist, her hands soapy and wet, and she elbows him in the stomach, pushing Baba away, her lips pursed.

As Mama whines into the phone about Nada, Afaf wants to touch her arm, to soothe her, but it feels like she’s reaching out to a hot pan of frying oil. Afaf thinks better of it. This is not like the perpetual tears streaming down Mama’s temples, soaking the pillowcase. Mama is afraid, and this makes Afaf afraid. She looks down at Mama’s dingy house slippers, once snow-white, now the color of dirty dishwater, before grabbing Majeed’s hand and pulling him away.

They change into their pajamas and plop down on the blue velour sofa bed where Majeed sleeps in the front room. They stay out of Mama’s way as she clanks dishes, slams kitchen drawers, muttering to herself. Her brother huddles next to Afaf and they watch Three’s Company, a show that usually makes them roar with laughter. Tonight they can barely manage a giggle, for they understand the gravity of the situation: their favorite show always airs after dinner, when Baba has been home for at least an hour. Nada is beyond running late.

Afaf sometimes wonders what her older sister is doing outside of the apartment. Her clothes smell like cigarettes and her hair is disheveled, one barrette hanging lower than the other. She doesn’t dare ask: Nada is secretive, snapping at Afaf to mind your own business.

At the end of the episode, when Mr. Roper stands hoodwinked again by Jack, Baba slinks through the front door and Mama rushes at him. He leans his leather oud case against the wall.

“Where have you been? Do you know Nada hasn’t come home?” she shouts, twisting a dish towel into a rope.

“She’s not home?” Baba looks at Afaf and Majeed as though they can offer him a sensible reason. Her brother begins to whimper. Afaf holds his hand.

Baba turns back to Mama. His work shirt is half tucked in, the back of it flapping over his belt. His name is stitched above a breast pocket along with the factory’s name, Dyer Plastic. It’s one of two Mama washes by hand at night and hangs over the bathroom tub. By morning it’s dry enough for Baba to slip on again. “Where could she be?”

“This morning she told me she was going over to Laura’s.” Mama rolls the r in the other girl’s name so it no longer sounds American. “To study for a science test, I think.” She pulls at the dish towel like a tug-of-war between her hands.

“Tayib, tayib.” Baba takes a tentative step toward her as though gauging her instinct to reject him, a gesture Afaf recognizes as a child who’s also been held at arm’s length by her mother. Mama’s fingers untangle and braid hair, they straighten the collar of her dress on picture day, wipe her running nose when she’s got a cold. But she can’t remember the last time her mother’s hands caressed her cheeks, or her slender arms pulled Afaf in for a hug. Baba gently clasps Mama’s shoulders. “I’m sure she lost track of time, Muntaha. Did you call Laura’s parents?”

Mama looks like she’s been slapped in the face and jerks away. “No. But where have you been so late while I’ve been worrying myself to death?” Her cheeks flush pink.

Baba walks to the kitchen. “What’s Laura’s number?”

Mama’s anger swells, squeezing out the sheer panic that has been filling the apartment. “Tell me why you’re so late, Mahmood. Ah? More overtime, or were you with that sharmoota again?”

Sharmoota. Another Arabic word Afaf hears Mama spit out between sniffles at the kitchen table with her sister, uttered in connection to a woman Afaf doesn’t know. Khalti Nesreen sucks her teeth, squirts more dye from the bottle: ts, ts, ts . . . 

“Bas, ya, Muntaha!” Baba scolds, his voice trailing in the hallway. “I told you a hundred times, I’ve been rehearsing with the band.”

Baba doesn’t own a car. He takes two buses to the factory—sometimes one, when his bandmate Ziyad picks him up during the winter months. Afterward they rehearse in a small detached garage belonging to a third bandmate, Amjad.

Mama shuffles after him. Afaf jumps from the sofa bed, Majeed scrambling behind her, and they follow their parents. Majeed wipes his snivel on the sleeve of his Scooby Doo pajamas.

“Aywa! You’re out playing with your cursed instrument, not a care in the world!” Mama punctuates each accusing word with a stab of her dish towel in the air. She remembers the fava bean stew and turns off the stovetop, slamming down a wooden spoon. Afaf and Majeed jump at the sound.

Baba pulls a slip of paper tacked on the side of the fridge with a magnet shaped like an apple. Afaf recognizes it as a sheet taken from her stationery pad, the one bordered with circus animals. She won it at the Valentine’s Day party last year in the third grade for throwing five ping-pong balls in a row of buckets, like on The Bozo Show.

Still, it hadn’t impressed Julie McNulty or Amber Reeves, the two most beautiful girls in her class. They would never invite Afaf to their birthday parties. That day, Afaf had proudly held her prize and Julie sidled up to her. You didn’t give Amber a chance to win it. Don’t be stingy, A-faf. You don’t really want it, do you? She’d glanced at Amber, who stood silently watching Afaf, arms crossed, blue eyes glittering with tears that never fell. Without a word, Afaf handed over the prize to Julie. For the rest of the party, Afaf stood in the corner of the classroom, looking down at her empty hands. At the end of the games, she watched as Julie and Amber, their arms full of homemade heart-shaped cards, stood at the front of the line like they always did when the class filed out. On Amber’s desk was the coveted prize; she’d carelessly left it behind. Afaf swiped it back—it was rightfully hers, after all, though she had relinquished it so quickly.

“Afaf.” Her brother tugs the hem of her pajama top. They linger in the doorframe of their parents’ bedroom, across from the kitchen table, out of their way.

“Shush, Maj!” She puts a finger to her lips and her brother’s eyes widen. He nods, and they silently watch Baba squint at the list of names Mama compiled. She wrote the names in Arabic—strange characters to Afaf, the letters strung together like charms on a necklace, broken in some places. The numbers are printed in English.

“Hallo? Yes, this Mahmood Rahman speaking,” Baba stammers into the phone. “Mahmood Rah—eh—Nada’s father. Yes. Fine. And you?”

Mama stands close to Baba, her jaw set tight, her eyes shining. Her earlier dread returns, the anger toward Baba seeping out of her face. All that matters now is Nada coming home.
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AFAF’S SISTER was born in 1959 in Mama’s childhood house in Palestine. When they finally received sponsorship from his cousin, her father packed up his new family for America. He waited tables at a diner during the day and visited Chicago’s Gold Coast nightclubs like the Pump Room, where Sinatra infamously had a private booth. Baba failed to persuade club owners to give him a chance.

He was no Leonard Cohen or Johnny Cash. His oud sung melancholic tunes, too exotic or “Oriental,” as they called it. “Folks like to dance around here,” they told Baba, shaking their heads at his potbellied oud.

His luck was no better in the South Side blues joints. Some of the managers were fascinated by Baba’s instrument—the downturned peg box, the way the notes on the downstroke bounced away when he transitioned to the upstroke.

But in the end:

“You ain’t singing in English, you ain’t singing here,” Baba recalls when Afaf climbs into his lap for stories of his musical life.

Baba’s parents were forced out of their home in Haifa in 1950. They had one hour to pack up all of their belongings while the Jewish settlers kept close guard, pointing their rifles at them. His mother tucked the key to the stone entrance of their stolen home in a pouch sewn inside her peasant dress and they breathed in the sea for the last time.

“You could smell the salt of the sea from our window,” Baba told Afaf. She wondered how it must have been for Baba to once have an entire sea and now merely a lake, though to Afaf, Lake Michigan appeared boundless during the summertime when Baba took them to the lakefront, outside the Adler Planetarium, to watch sailboats moving across the horizon.

Baba was a young boy when his father left them with a family in the West Bank, in search of work and a new home across the river in Jordan. They never heard from him again. His mother later died of a respiratory infection and he and his siblings were separated; two sisters were taken to El Khalil to live with a widowed aunt, and he and his older brother Jameel stayed behind with a foster family in Ramallah. While he attended school, Jameel apprenticed with a local blacksmith, hammering metal from early morning until the late afternoon prayer. The year Baba turned thirteen, his brother was kicked and trampled by a donkey on his way to the souk to barter goods for the blacksmith.

Baba was all alone in the world. The foster family was kind, but they could not quell Baba’s passion for music, a useless vocation. He cut school and spent time with a villager who taught him to play the oud. Blind Wajee—Wajee al-Amee—procured a secondhand lute for Baba and trained his young fingers to strum and hold the strings.

“Was he born blind?” Afaf asks, her imagination stretching with faces and places of her father’s first life. His second one began with Mama.

“La, la,” Baba tells her. “Wajee was a member of a royal British orchestra in Jerusalem. He lost his sight in a terrible explosion during a riot.” He kisses the top of Afaf’s head. “But he never stopped playing, mashallah.”

Not to be discouraged from all the rejections in Chicago, Baba enlisted a couple of fellow immigrants who worked at Dyer Plastic—Ziyad, a Palestinian from a small neighboring village who could play a heart-fluttering ney flute; and Amjad, an Egyptian percussionist who could seamlessly move between tabla and tambourine. They formed Baladna and played at arrabi weddings around the city. During the week, they lifted and drove pallets of resin at the plastics factory, carving out a new life for their young wives and their new American children.

Afaf loved to look at the black-and-white photographs from a shoebox her mother stored in a hallway closet, their winter coats grazing the lid. They are pictures she thinks she knows by heart, but then a new detail emerges like the way the feathery clouds obscure the sun, or how Baba’s coat collar is turned up on one side. Her favorite is of Baba standing on the beach at the Dead Sea. He’s wearing a pair of pressed slacks and a white button-down shirt. His hands are thrust deep into his pockets and he’s squinting at the camera, a smile dancing across his lips.

“My best friend Bassim took that picture,” he tells Afaf every time she holds it up for both of them to see. “Poor boy died of cancer of the blood. Maskeen.”

Back in the old country, a young Baba honed his music while working at a muhmasa in Al Bireh, roasting watermelon and pumpkin seeds sold by the kilo.

Afaf pulls out another dog-eared photograph. In it her mother poses with a group of girls, their arms linked, sporting beehives and kohl-rimmed eyes. Mama is the tallest, standing in the middle.

“I loved your mother’s dress,” Baba tells Afaf, tapping the photograph. “You can’t tell here, but it was a beautiful green mokhmal—velvet with lace down her back. It was the first time I saw your mother.”

But no photograph in the untidy pile in the shoebox could reveal the early turbulent periods of her parents’ marriage. After Nada was born, Mama refused to have any more children until Baba had settled into a stable job and they could move out of his cousin’s bungalow on Fifty-Third and Fairfield Avenue. They constantly fought and Mama had threatened to return overseas. It was an empty threat—they could barely make rent, let alone acquire a plane ticket.

When they could afford an apartment of their own, her mother conceived Afaf, seven years after Nada. Afaf often wonders what sort of child might have come after Nada. If her parents had continued having children immediately after Nada was born, who might exist between her older sister and Afaf? Would she still have been born? It seemed unlikely to Afaf when she watched Mama move around the apartment, a nervous energy causing her to spill glasses of milk and drop plates, their sound clattering down Afaf’s spine as they hit the floor.

Mama is slow to smile at her and Majeed, though her eyes light up whenever Nada is home. It was the two of them for so long, Afaf and Majeed were like interlopers. Mama and Nada had been newcomers to this country though Nada has no trace of an accent, no recollection of olive groves and herds of sheep. For seven years, her only daughter had filled the void of the loneliness in a new country. Afaf finds in the shoebox a Polaroid of Nada, an olive-skinned, chubby toddler, bare-chested, and seated on a blanket spread over grass, with the children of Baba’s cousin with whom they’d lived. And another shows Mama holding Nada as she stands next to Baba at someone’s birthday party, his arm lazily draped around her shoulders, balloons floating behind them. There’s something in her mother’s face that looks like tentative joy—not a full smile, but her green eyes twinkle with mirth. When Afaf arrived, followed three years later by Majeed, they were merely more mouths to feed.

Baba twirls the phone cord and avoids looking at Mama. “Can I talk to Nada, please?” An interminable pause. “When? Two hours ago?”

Mama gasps, bringing the dish towel to her lips. Baba silences her with a wave of his hand. Majeed clasps Afaf’s pajama top again, but he doesn’t tug. He only holds on.

“No, no. That’s why I call you.” Her father’s broken English makes Afaf even more afraid—how can they get answers if others can’t understand Baba? Still, he is more fluent than Mama, who looks lost and flustered at the first error she commits in public places.

Afaf remembers, on a visit to the cousin’s house, when Mama had taken the wrong bus all the way to the North Side. Though she was only four or five years old, Afaf still can glimpse the sun shining on Lake Michigan, the bus ambling along the lakefront. Her mother’s face tightened and her eyes glistened. She instructed Nada to ask another passenger how to get home. Majeed, a baby, cried on her mother’s lap while Mama bounced him. He kept reaching for an empty milk bottle in her hand.

It is Baba who registers them for school each fall, one of the only fathers in line, the white mothers smiling coquettishly at him, this dark and smiling handsome man. Afaf proudly holds his hand. And it is Baba who translates Mama’s questions about vaccinations and fevers at the public health clinic on Ashland Avenue, the doctor’s needle poised next to Afaf’s bare arm. And it is Baba who gently squeezes Afaf’s hand when the first awful sting occurs. Mama is in charge of all of their important paperwork—birth certificates, medical cards, the lease. Though she can’t always decipher them, she keeps them safely tucked in a plastic folder with a rubber band clasp.

“Should we call the police?” Mama asks once Baba has run through the short list of names. “Ya rubbi! Where is she?”

Baba is quiet for some time. He looks at Afaf and Majeed, his eyes clouded over like he’s working out something in his head. The aroma of fava bean stew is sickly in the air. “What else can we do?” He lifts the phone from its mount and dials.

[image: Images]

Twenty-four hours later, two white police officers, a man and a woman, arrive at the apartment, and a word is tossed around: runaway.

“In most of these cases, teenagers disappear for a few days if they’re mad at their folks,” one officer tells them. They wait for Afaf’s parents to offer any details of an embroiling argument.

“She is happy,” Mama declares, tears streaming down her face. Baba guides her to a kitchen chair.

Afaf isn’t sure that’s true.
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