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For Averill





[He had] the revelation, nearly religious, that the colossal scale of evil could only be matched or countered by some solitary flicker of intense and private humanity.

Whether this amounted to a loss of faith, or to the acquisition of it, was uncertain.

SHIRLEY HAZZARD, THE TRANSIT OF VENUS
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Jack’s phone buzzed in his pocket like a trapped hornet. May’s texts somehow achieved a particular ferocity of vibration.


They are here. IN MY SPACE!!!



He hurried to his back deck, entering the heat of August in Chicago. From the top floor of the two conjoined three-flats that constituted the Jensen Grand Condominiums, he watched a white couple, early thirties, perhaps, with a mixed-race girl of four or five, emerging from an ancient white Econoline in the parking lot. RYKER FRANKE KNIFE SHARPENING was inexpertly stenciled on the van’s flanks. Natasha, the building’s developer, had called Jack to tell him she’d sold the final unit: a miracle, given swelling concerns in the news about toxic sub-prime mortgages. The couple had pulled into May’s space. May, who’d never owned a car, was quick to call the tow truck if anyone violated her parking space’s sacrosanct emptiness.

The man looked as if he was in a biker gang: bandanaed hair, sunglasses, scruffy goatee, the leather vest on his bare torso revealing a once-muscular body wreathed in tattoos and going to seed. Jack felt apprehensive; even more so when he saw, emblazoned on the back of the man’s vest as he turned to open the van, “Fuck A-Qaeda” above a skull and two crossed machine guns.

As he went downstairs to greet them, he cast a “Bonjour, ça va” to Bernard, a gaunt, dark-skinned Haitian, nearly toothless, sitting on the ground-floor deck outside Pauline’s apartment, his gaze at once clairvoyant and confused. A large notice on the railing said, “Tanpri, pa kite galri dèyè a, Papa.” Dad, please don’t leave the back deck.

“Hello, welcome,” Jack called, propping the gate open with a brick. “I’m Jack, El Presidente of this condo.” Jack couldn’t hide the fact that he looked Mediterranean, with thick, black curls and olive skin, but the biker’s vest made him glad he’d ceased calling himself Jamal.

“Marcia,” the woman said, adding in a tone more derisive than amused, “do I need to salute you?”

Tall and slender, she wore skinny jeans and a black tank top, her dirty blond hair in a spiky bob. She had what Jack thought of as Slavic features: a strong jaw (like Birdy’s) and high, broad cheekbones. Her eyes prickled with a defensive fierceness softened slightly by the hazy sea-glass greenish blue of her irises. A colorful tattoo of a seductive La Calavera Catrina stared from her left shoulder while a thorny rose vine bound a dagger to her right bicep.

“No salutes necessary,” he said with a laugh.

The biker removed his shades to reveal periwinkle-blue eyes as unlikely and fragile as alpine flowers. He wore a large button with DAYS SOBER emblazoned beneath numbers you could rotate to change like those on a multiple-dial padlock. He was at 0032.

“Are you Ryker?” Jack shook the man’s strong but trembling hand.

“That’s right. You have any blades you need sharpening?”

“I’ll check.”

“Could do a group discount for the whole building. And if you need any odd jobs done around here, I charge ten an hour.”

Ryker noticed Jack glancing at a cluster of blacked-out tattoos across his chest. “Had a few tats I wasn’t proud of before I gave myself to the Higher Power.”

Marcia, picking up her little girl, interrupted sharply, “We need to get on.”

“Of course,” Jack said, though he slipped in, “And this is your daughter?”

“Aisha,” she said impatiently, the child performing a toothy smile, as if posing for a photograph.

Ryker said, “You can probably tell she’s not mine, but I couldn’t love her more if she was.”

“Ryker,” Marcia barked, setting Aisha back down.

Jack noticed some heavy pieces of furniture. “If you need any help,” he offered.

“We’re fine.” She was becoming irritated.

“Come on, honey,” Ryker countered, “you’re pregnant and the devil’s playing fucking Jenga with my spine.” Glancing at Jack, he pointed at his own back: “I think I blew out a disk getting this shit into the van.”

“Pregnant?” Jack said.

“Three months,” Ryker confirmed.

“Congratulations. My wife”—Jack hesitated, caught between saying it and not wishing to tempt fate—“she’s pregnant too. Ten weeks.”

Marcia shot him an odd look, perhaps because the way he’d said it made it seem as if he was lying. He felt he was, glancing up at the windows of his own apartment’s back bedroom, where he could just make out Dimra’s head. He’d left her glued to the television, watching the tail end of the civil war raging in Gaza, hundreds killed as Hamas retook control. Hard to believe the election was just a year ago.

“This is going to be a building of babies.” Inshallah, God willing, he prayed. “Anyway, please let me help you move some of the heavier stuff at least.”

“We don’t need help.” Marcia looked ready to punch both him and Ryker, her nostrils flaring, her face aflame. “We just want to get on.”

That hornet buzzed in his pocket and he checked.


THEY ARE IN MY SPACE!! TOW TRUCK IS NEXT!



Retreating, Jack gestured up to where he lived and told them to knock if they needed anything. He joined Dimra in the back bedroom. She’d slipped on her pink silk hijab in case he invited these new neighbors for coffee, her large, gleaming black eyes freshly lined with kohl. Her hand rested tentatively upon her baby bump. It was astonishing to him that all the pain she’d suffered had left no trace in her face, with its trusting glance and the ready smile of her broad mouth. She’d retained all the youthful beauty and innocence that had caused a seismic slippage of hope in his chest at their first meeting with her unhappy parents. Only her long, slender nose, with its distinct dorsal bump, contradicted this childlike aspect with a quality that was almost aristocratic. He loved her now more as if she were his daughter instead of his wife. He might have desired to keep her locked up and safe from the world, but he didn’t have to. Her anxiety and agoraphobia were worsening. She had to take beta blockers just to make it to the fertility clinic without a panic attack.

She spoke to Jack in Arabic, her rudimentary English maintained only by her connection to neighbors like Pauline and Lulu; she could hardly read in either language. She avoided Arab or Palestinian social groups, partly from shame at having no children, but mostly, like him, for fear she’d meet someone from home who might know or discover the truth about them.

She grew herbs and vegetables on their sunny deck, made labneh, hanging the homemade yogurt above the sink in cheesecloth, and shopped, when he could accompany her, at the Middle Eastern stores in Albany Park. They never ate out, lived on lentils and beans so they could save every penny from his modest salary, either to send to her parents in Gaza or for fertility treatments. His wife had suffered three miscarriages, and when she failed to become pregnant again, they tried intrauterine insemination without success before scraping together enough for IVF. Ten weeks and four days ago, Jack returned from a three-day shift to the smell of mansaf, the lamb cooking in homemade jameed. Dimra was looking beautiful also, in her least-old dress. When he stepped into their apartment, she sang their wedding song:


Say to his mother rejoice and be glad,

place myrtle on the pillows and henna on our hands.

The wedding is here, the men are all dancing,

this home is my home and the rooms are all mine,

We are as one, let the enemy die!



He guessed, of course, that she must be pregnant. She turned on some lively Arabic music, and they danced a dabka until his phone vibrated.


ARE YOU HERDING ELEPHANTS? WHAT IS HORRIBLE NOISE? TORTURE FOR ME!



After switching off the radio, they held each other, kissing in silence.

Now, turning upon him the full force of her innocence, she spoke with naked longing: “If they need someone to look after the little girl while they’re moving things in…”

“I’d ask, but that woman’s… prickly. Man seems okay. He sharpens knives.”

She tipped her head curiously. “The Nawar bedu used to do that when they came to my parents’ village.”

“The girl’s name is Aisha.”

“They’re Muslim?”

He shrugged. “I doubt it. Perhaps her father. She’s not the knife sharpener’s child.”

Just as Jack was wondering if he should tell her the woman was pregnant, they heard a crash. Ryker had dropped one end of a ratty-looking brown couch. Hurrying down, Jack was ambushed on the second floor by May, who whispered his name sharply and beckoned from behind her screen door. A short, blockish Vietnamese woman a year or two from sixty, she was a besieged little fortress of fear and anger, expressed now in her obdurate, scowling face.

“I texted you!”

“Yes, I’m sorry, I—”

“Tell them they’re in my space,” she demanded.

“They’re just moving in.”

“Why’s he lying on the floor?”

“Looks like he hurt himself.”

“Is he a gangster? Where’s his shirt?”

Backing toward the stairs, Jack said, “I’m heading down. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Parking spaces deeded. Tell them!”

Ryker lay supine on the concrete, white with pain. Marcia stood over him, sympathy vying with frustration in her face, while Aisha squatted close, singing a curative spell in a magical language, her small hand upon Ryker’s forehead.

Ryker insisted he just needed to lie still for a while.

“My wife’s upstairs. She’ll look after Aisha,” Jack said, explaining, “Cars speed up and down this back alley, and we don’t want to run her over with the furniture.”

Though her mother said nothing, the girl took Jack’s hand, as if she’d realized early on that she couldn’t add any more to the burden of her mother’s life. After taking her up and handing her into Dimra’s delighted embrace, he brought down some flat cushions from their deck furniture for Ryker to lie on. Jack suggested driving him to the hospital, but Ryker didn’t have health insurance.

Jack spent the rest of the day helping Marcia move in. They drove back and forth from a storage facility in Edgewater. She had no interest in talking and revealed only that she worked for an agency that hired her out as a server for the pleasure cruises leaving from Navy Pier. When he expressed concern about her moving heavy furniture in such heat while she was pregnant, she ignored him. All day she avoided his eyes, her pale face flushed as much with proud anger as with heat and exertion, as if his kindness were a brutish and enslaving power.

She did ask, however, what it meant that he was condo president. He explained the condominium association and the board members, Lulu the secretary, May the treasurer. Marcia was shocked when she realized she had to pay monthly assessments.

“To pay you and those women?” she said, with her quick anger.

“Not us, no. It’s for water, trash, all that stuff, and to build a reserve for maintenance.”

“I don’t need a reserve,” she said. “I don’t want to be a part of that.”

“I’m afraid we all have to—”

“But I have a smaller place.”

“The basement—”

“Garden,” she corrected.

“Of course, I’m sorry. You pay a little less. Have you owned before?”

“What difference does that make?” She was sharply defensive.

“Oh, nothing. I didn’t mean to pry. We’re all first-time owners here, so we’re trying to figure this stuff out together. We have a few issues to deal with in the building, so we’re having a condo meeting on Monday at six thirty. Can you make it?”

“I suppose I’ll have to.”

He dreaded the painful conversation he’d need to have with her about the serious and expensive issues becoming apparent in the building.

At last they wrestled the final piece of furniture, an elephantine faux-leather armchair, into the apartment Natasha had greedily carved out of the front half of the basement. Ryker had managed to drag himself onto the platform queen that nearly filled one of the two bedrooms and was softly snoring. Light seeped in from slender windows lining the low ceilings. The bedroom windows, level with the concrete walkway along the south side of the condo, looked out at the cedar fence between the condo and the adjacent apartment building, while the windows of the combined sitting room and kitchen provided a narrow view onto the small front garden and street. Marcia’s back door led into the common-area basement, which often flooded and was full of water heaters, storage units, and bicycles. Her front door opened into the landing for a stairway leading up to the condo’s street entrance. This area, fermenting all the stale cooking smells from the units above, also contained the building’s water pump inside a framed-out-but-never-completed closet.

After setting the armchair into place, both of them sweaty and breathing hard, Marcia surveyed her new home in a way that made Jack ashamed of the disparaging eye he’d cast over an apartment that should never have been built. It was her first moment of vulnerability, her mouth falling softly open, her eyes filling with a dreaminess befitting the blue-green sea glass of her irises. He recognized the feeling in this look but hadn’t experienced it for a long time—that sense of a fresh start, of anticipation for a new self and fate. This place was hers; she was proud of it. And yet he couldn’t help something rousing in him as he observed the dark bib of sweat between Marcia’s breasts, the elemental tattoos guarding her broad and naked shoulders, her flushed face yielding in this moment to hope.

She glanced at him then, and he sensed she was trying to muster the courage to thank him. Instead, she asked what the little gold book was, pointing to the pendant that had slipped out of his shirt during the move.

“It’s the Quran.”

It hung on a long chain, so he proffered it, and she took it into hands he now noticed were beautiful. “What does it say on the front?”

“It just says ‘Allah,’ God. You can open it.”

She delicately slipped off the clasp to reveal the verse. “And what does that say?”

“My mercy embraces all things.”

She nodded. They were standing close enough now that their heads were almost touching. Closing it up, she set it carefully back upon his chest.

“I’m not religious,” he admitted, “but someone gave this to me in a moment when I needed kindness, and that’s”—he felt embarrassed now, oversharing—“why I wear it.”

“You don’t believe in anything?”

He thought for a moment. “Faith.”

“Faith in what?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged, wondering how they’d slipped into this place. “Just faith.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” she said. “You have to have faith in something.”

Suddenly, footsteps overhead made a sound like that of an ax biting into a tree trunk, the explosive crackle, creak, and whine of the old floors recalling that tree in its deafening collapse.

“Fee-fi-fo-fum,” Jack joked, the shock of the noise causing him to react with inappropriate levity.

“What the fuck!” Marcia cried out.

“That’s Ken,” Jack said. “We have a condo rule that you have to take your shoes off inside. I’ll remind him, now you’re here. The floors are a bit creaky, I’m afraid.”

“Creaky?” She stared at him, appalled. “It sounds like the whole fucking building’s going to collapse.”

Jack, sighing, explained, “Natasha, the developer, had her workers hide the creakiness of the floors using spray foam and wedges of cardboard, but it didn’t last long.”

They now heard a trickling sound they realized was Ken peeing, followed by the flush and rumbling evacuation of his toilet through the soil stack in the wall; everyone’s flushes would echo through that pipe.

“Oh,” Jack remembered, “and I should tell you that it’s essential only toilet paper goes down the toilet. You have an ejector pump for your sewage. One of our developer’s men flushed a rag down your toilet once and it blocked the line so sewage was pumped up into Ken’s apartment and flooded back down here.”

Marcia stared at him with pained perplexity, and he realized this probably wasn’t the best time to line up future nightmares behind the one she was currently experiencing. Just as Jack was thinking things couldn’t get any worse, the entire apartment filled with the sound of a dozen pigs being brutally slaughtered.

“And that noise,” he had to shout, “is the water pump. I’m afraid we have issues with water pressure.” What he meant by “issues” was that if more than a couple of people were using water in the building, it dwindled to a trickle, usually at the instant you’d soaped your face in the shower.

Marcia sat heavily on her sofa, the fight briefly knocked out of her, her hands sandwiching her face as if in a subdued but somehow more hopeless iteration of The Scream. The mortal agonies of the pump finally ceased, replaced by Ryker muttering anxiously to himself in his sleep and the ethereal clang of Ken’s Tibetan singing bowl from his dojo above.

“We’ll sort this out— I mean the water stuff and the pump— hopefully in the next few months,” Jack said.

Her hands dropped from her cheeks, anger returning to harden her face. “You’d better.” She looked at him almost with hatred as she stood.

By “we” he’d meant all the condo owners, including her, but this wasn’t the time to quibble.

“Where’s Aisha?” she demanded.

He said he’d bring her daughter down, but she followed him up the back stairs. He sensed that Marcia was desperate for the redoubt of her love for Aisha. They entered into the warm, buttery smell of ghraybeh, the sound of his wife singing and Aisha laughing. Jack kicked off his shoes, but Marcia didn’t take the hint and clomped with urgency up the long hallway, past their three bedrooms toward the great room at the front. Hurrying after her, he felt the angry vibration of his cellphone. May maintained a no-tolerance policy to noise.

Marcia stopped at the end of the hallway, as if she feared entering the great room itself, her face reddening again. Dimra sat on the couch under the front windows, bouncing Aisha on her lap. Jack felt obscurely ashamed. The great room, with its grand fireplace and fourteen-foot ceilings, larger than Marcia’s entire apartment, was currently awash in magical evening sunlight through a green surf of maple leaves. For the first time he was glad for the poverty of their furniture, IKEA’s very cheapest, most of it fifteen years old, as well as for the mismatched carpet remnants on the hardwood floors to soften the creaking. On the walls hung a framed poster of the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock, a colorful epoxy Hamsa hand to protect from the evil eye, and a cheap framed canvas print of the al-Fatiha in calligraphy— meaningless cultural signifiers to fill space.

Dimra stood, her face almost supernaturally radiant, lifting Aisha onto her hip as if she’d carried children all her life; and Aisha, that mixed-race child, with her brown eyes and dark-olive skin, looked more hers than Marcia’s.

“We made cookies!” Aisha shouted.

“Come on, we have to go,” Marcia scolded, not taking one step into the great room.

Dimra, acutely sensitive to anyone’s discomfort, carried Aisha over and handed her into Marcia’s arms before gesturing back into the room. “Please, sit, welcome. Cookies, they are ready in five minutes. I make Arabic coffee. Invite your husband.”

“He’s not my husband,” Marcia said, the sharpness she’d intended blunted by Dimra herself, who stood with her body almost touching Marcia’s. It’s hard to be angry with someone who seems to see in you nothing but the light of God.

“We really have to go.”

“But Mommy, we made cookies.”

“Please stay,” Dimra begged. “Minutes only. You take the cookies. Take, take, please.” But the instant Dimra lay her hand gently on Marcia’s rose-bound dagger, Marcia flinched as if she’d woken from a trance.

“We have to go,” Marcia insisted, and clomped back down the hallway. As Aisha began to howl, Jack noticed the copper scorpion clutched in the little girl’s hand. Hurrying after them he said, as delicately as possible, “Can I have my scorpion back, habibti?”

He felt awful, Aisha entering full-blown toddler grief.

“What?” Marcia snapped.

“My scorpion.” He pointed.

Marcia pried it from her daughter’s reluctant hand, causing the little girl, impossibly, as if a drill boring through marble had hit granite, to shift to a more elevated pitch of grief. As Marcia thrust it back toward Jack, the little girl reached for the scorpion and him as if she were being dragged to hell.

Shutting the back door behind them, he felt the buzz of more angry texts from May.


WHO IS WALKING WITH SHOES? LIKE EXPLOSIONS IN MY HEAD! $50 FINE IS NEXT!



Jack returned to his wife, standing at the end of the hallway, stunned.

“Did I do something wrong?” she said.

“I’ll take a Tupperware of the ghraybeh down to them a little later.”

She removed the cookies from the oven. “I must cook them proper food.”

“No, no, we don’t want to be too intrusive.”

She turned to him, her eyes glittering. “What a lovely little girl.”

“We’ll have our own lovely child soon enough.”

“Inshallah.” She looked afraid, and without closing the oven or switching it off, she hurried past him to their bedroom, shutting the door gently behind her. He followed, stepping exactly where she’d stepped on those areas of the hallway floor that didn’t creak, so as not to disturb the web of May’s acute senses, the thick carpet remnants worn in those places to faded stepping-stones. But he stopped at the door. She’d be in bed, crying, still feeling the body of that child against her, remembering the three she lost. Feeling helpless, he returned to the great room, taking one of the cookies and slumping into the PELLO armchair, its cushion sagging through the back despite his wife’s stalwart efforts to Velcro it to the frame. The sun was setting behind the apartment building opposite, its last light a golden libation through the canopy of leaves. He needed to text an abject apology to May sooner rather than later but was wired and exhausted, still too full of the day, of Marcia. He was working a late flight to Charlotte– Douglas in a few hours, the first leg of a four-day trip.

Glancing around, he no longer viewed their apartment with Marcia’s eyes. She’d seen its size; he saw its poverty. He could hardly imagine how they would afford a child. Dimra’s food was delicious, but he ate so many beans he could fart on command. They never turned on the air conditioning or heat and in the winter sat huddled on the couch under dozens of blankets, him reading while she watched Al Jazeera or one of her Arabic soaps. Only at the Eid Al-Fitr celebration marking the end of Ramadan might she rub spices into the skin of a halal chicken he bought at a place on California Avenue. He’d drive to this butcher through a neighborhood of Orthodox Jews until men with sidelocks dangling from hoiche hats and bewigged women strolling beneath billboards merging the American and Israeli flags transformed into mosques, men in thobes and kurta pajama, women in abaya or shalwar kameez. You could choose your chicken, touring those hapless prisoners in cages at the back of the store, have your victim brought to you naked, headless, still warm, with her neck and tasty organs in a plastic bag, and return home to the smell of ma’amoul cookies.

Though he didn’t observe Ramadan himself, he would always have to be home on the night of the twenty-seventh day of the fast, Laylat al-Qadr, the Night of Power, the most holy night when the Quran was revealed to Mohammed (Peace be upon him still echoed in Jack’s head). Dimra would have filled two dozen Tupperware containers with food to distribute to the homeless. It would be one of the few occasions she’d leave the apartment, terrified as they drove around handing the food and cans of Coke to the people huddled under the bridges in the parks along Chicago’s lakeshore. She would be shaking by the time they arrived home. And then, unless she was on her period, they’d have to make love at midnight, when the doorway into the world of God would briefly open. She would pray then, like a person possessed, into the small hours, murmuring, “To Allah belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth; He creates what he wills. He gives to whom He wills female children, and He gives to whom He wills males. Or He makes them both males and females, and He renders whom He wills barren.”

The sun slipped behind the apartment building opposite, the moon like a fingernail paring in the gunmetal-gray sky. Lifting out the brass Quran pendant, he recalled Marcia’s beautiful hands, the hazy aqua-marine of her irises, the smell of her darkly spiced perfume mingled with her sweat, the two of them standing so close in that hallway.
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The late flight to Charlotte didn’t start well. A woman clutched Jack’s arm as he was checking everyone for takeoff and told him that her son was deathly allergic to nuts, particularly peanuts, and that the dust alone could set off a critical allergic response. She’d forgotten her EpiPen, and the only epinephrine in the onboard first-aid kit was in a large dose designed to treat heart attacks, potentially dangerous for allergic reactions. The boy, perhaps four, sitting in the seat beside her, though cherubic in appearance, with curly golden hair, had a face aged by his mother’s anxiety.

Jack’s announcement that nuts of any kind could not be consumed on the plane, and that they’d not be passing out the snack mix during the drinks service, provoked a general groan.

A middle-aged man, shaggily tonsured, with a scalded red face and handlebar mustache, wearing a T-shirt declaring, YOU CANNOT IMAGINE THE IMMENSITY OF THE FU*K I DO NOT GIVE, shouted, “You gotta be shitting me. Suddenly every kid’s allergic!” His breath reeked of alcohol.

He occupied an aisle seat on the opposite side of the plane just two rows up from the woman and her child. Producing a bag of mixed nuts from the backpack under his seat, he shook them threateningly at her, declaring, “I will not be subject to your tyranny.”

Screaming, the woman reflexively thrust her hands in front of her child as if protecting him from a head-on collision.

“Sir,” Jack said, “I’m afraid you can’t open those.”

“I had to take out a fucking mortgage to buy these at the airport. I’m starving, and you’re telling me that not only have I been stripped of my God-given fucking right to a snack mix, I can’t eat what I bought.”

The woman shouted, “My child could die. Die!”

“It’s called natural fucking selection, lady!” the man hollered back.

“Please put your nuts away, sir,” Jack said, causing a general titter in the cabin, “or I will have to confiscate them.”

“I’d like to see you fucking try.”

Nancy, a veteran flight attendant, now only working enough shifts to keep her flight privileges, barreled down the aisle from the back. Long-since purged by such customers of any shred of empathy, courtesy, or patience, she pushed her pinched-together thumb and forefinger into the man’s face and told him she was this close to having him hauled off the plane in cuffs.

The passengers applauded as the man huffily returned the mixed nuts to his backpack, and they took off.

This disturbance had distracted Jack from a fantasy about Marcia. Jack was susceptible to romantic and erotic fantasies, but this desire felt unusually intense. Was it her physical strength? His sense that she could give birth to her child with the same ease as his grandmother had delivered his father, alone among the orange trees of his family’s orchard in Al-Nabi Rubin? He could still smell Marcia, see the flush of her exertion, remember how those elegant hands seemed to open him when she opened his Quran, returning him to that condemned building in Gaza, the dolorous crack, the square of achingly blue sky, the smell and salt of the sea on Sofya’s body, a kiss so fierce his own teeth had cut his lip and he and she had tasted blood. And, of course, Marcia had evoked Krysta— Birdy— the blond hair, the stature, the strength, though (he couldn’t help smiling) Birdy had been far from elegant in those early years, and had no fierceness, every door and window to the sunny home of her being flung wide. His Birdy, whom he’d not seen in years, whose home in Lincoln Park, on a good traffic day, was less than a twenty-minute drive from his own.

Jack wished he could free himself from desire. In his youth, it had been a wolf yanking at his innards; these years later, he felt hollow, but the desire persisted, now the agitated swirl of a dust devil in the desert. Dimra suffered from chronic endometriosis: nerve pain pulsed from her lower back, her periods were hell, and severe jolts of pelvic pain sometimes collapsed her to the floor, mostly because she tried to hide it as she tirelessly performed her wifely duties. He begged Dimra not to behave like his servant, but the moment he stepped in the door, she’d be bent in front of him untying and removing his shoes, becoming frustrated if he tried to stop her. She wouldn’t allow him so much as to take his plate to the sink. She rubbed his feet and his back. She ironed his socks and underwear in winter just before he put them on, to warm him. When he had an early flight, she’d be up before him, making his coffee, breakfast, and packed lunch; and no matter how late he returned, she’d be waiting to ask if he needed anything. Their home was always spotless. Her Sisyphean cleaning routine wore all the sealant from the granite surfaces and marble tiles, choked their dryer’s vent with lint, and haunted every inhale with the ghost of lemon bleach.

Endometriosis made sex painful for her, though she insisted on it both because she believed it her duty and because she never lost faith that she’d become pregnant. At least twice a week, she’d bathe in jasmine-scented water, emerging from the bathroom shyly even after all these years, her body scrupulously hairless in adherence to Sunan Al-Fitrah, though he’d have preferred it otherwise, and lay herself like a sacrificial virgin upon the altar of their bed. Her body had always been a source of pain, so it was hard for her to be genuinely sensual, but she was physically affectionate and loving. What was most difficult for him was how alone she was. Even now, he could feel her waiting for him, a burden that never allowed his heart to surface and breathe.

Worse still, the slow suffocation and suffering of the place Dimra still thought of as her home, lived as much within her as the pain of that endometrial tissue breaking its own borders to choke up her body. When that chronic war flared in Gaza, he’d return home to find her frantic, unable to contact her elderly parents, who lived in the Jabalia Camp. Often she wouldn’t hear Jack come in from work, and the sight of her on the couch, hitched to their television by wired headphones, flinching at images on Al Jazeera— plumes of smoke, pancaked buildings, women howling in grief— would strike him in different ways: at times as if the television were a parasite feeding on her feelings; or as if she were a terminal patient hooked up to a machine sustaining her life with shocks of horror; or as if she were a baby connected by a poisoned umbilical to a dying mother. When he was home, she’d lie against him on the couch, flinching and exclaiming as he tried to read and not glance at images of a world they both remembered too well: the shattering roar of the Israeli jets, the plumes of their bombs; the pops and dry rattle of gunfire; the acrid black smoke of the burning tires; tear gas prickling in your pores; the barking of sheket, shut up, and lekh, move, at the Israeli checkpoints; the protesting crowds chanting, Oh rifle branch flowering with fedayeen, I have inscribed your name, Mother, on the edge of my rifle (while each of them muttered in the privacy of their homes, How can the empty palm fight the iron fist?); the curfews patrolled by Israeli sons and daughters put into uniform so they could be taught to hate Palestinians with the same murderous vehemence with which Palestinian sons and daughters were being taught to hate them; and, of course, the endless coffins washed down those narrow streets upon a whitewater of chanting people, the women wailing, beating their chests, leaving the reality of wrenching, intimate, and lonely pain in the wake of all that public performance. He begged her to turn the news off, to sever the poisoned umbilical, to find a life in Chicago where she would soon have lived longer than she’d ever lived in Gaza, but the conflict saturated her being. As she slept she whimpered and often woke sheened in sweat.

In the periods of remission, of relative peace, she watched Middle Eastern soap operas and films. A week ago, he came in to find her absorbed in Struggle in the Valley.

“You’re watching this again?” he exclaimed.

Pausing the movie, she jumped off the couch, her face flickering with disappointment because he’d removed his shoes himself. Then she embraced him, as she always did, as if he’d been away for years.

She said, “You know Omar Sharif fainted when he and Faten Hamama first kissed on camera, and he fell instantly in love.”

Jack kissed her cautiously, as if trying a strange new dish, then crossed his eyes, staggering, and declared he was feeling a little dizzy himself. She laughed, that beautiful, ever-surprised, and open laugh. She laughed at even his crappiest jokes, hungry for joy. When he went to kiss her properly, she set a hand gently upon his cheek, examining his face for a long while before that little chevron of frustration appeared between her eyebrows at her failure, again, to find a breach.

“You know, Omar Sharif converted to Islam for her,” she said wistfully, her shining black eyes offering him, freely, access to and dominion over the entirety of her being. She could not have been more open if he were a surgeon looking at the flinching beat of her raw heart. A generosity he’d never reciprocated. Dimra offered herself in this way to everyone she met, often unsettling people with a look that seemed to see only whatever was most beautiful and sacred in them. It saddened him: she was made to love, was loved by anyone who knew her, but was caged in fear, kept by him as a djinn keeps his kidnapped princess in a cave under the sea.

“At least come back to your God,” she said. “Come pray with me.”

“One day.”

“One day,” she said, “there will be no more days.”

But he did pray, as he prayed now, drifting like Morpheus through the darkened cabin of slumbering people, prayed to the raw crescent moon above the clouds, that her body would hold on to their child. A little earlier, an exhausted parent had accepted his offer to walk a crying infant up and down the aisle, and he could still feel the weight and smell of a new being, the softness of the cheeks he’d rubbed with the back of his fingers as he’d murmured a lullaby his mom used to sing him to keep evil away, Come you to kiss him, I will not let you kiss him, Come you to harm him, I will not let you harm him. Only a child would appease Dimra’s mother.

He no longer joined his wife on Skype calls with her parents. Sometimes, though, he’d listen outside the door to these purgatorial tri-weekly sessions in the back bedroom, wincing at her mother’s voice. It was as if she were painfully scraping at her own vocal cords like a child learning the violin, producing the tremulous, high-pitched minor key of the interminable ballad of her misery. He could picture her parents, both heavy now, beached upon the faded brown and orange flowers of their ’70s couch, her mustachioed father, hugging his own plump belly, seditiously conveying in his glance an apology to his daughter. Her mother sat also inert, except for her hands scribing a calligraphy of despair punctuated by the wringing of the handkerchief used during her frequent bouts of melodramatic sobbing.

“Child, we have no one, nothing, as God is my witness, we live like beggars.” (“We don’t live like beggars,” her father interjects, “and we’re grateful for all you and Jamal send.”) “Like beggars! Your yaba, he has ulcers big as sea urchins, and I can hardly walk, arthritis. The doctor said my bones are powder.” (“He said they would be if you didn’t take your pills.”) “Powder,” she insists, louder. “He said, ‘If you fall, even once— once— you will be skin and dust only, the end of you, Khalas!’ ” She makes a quick, twisting slap of her palms. “In the village, may God strike me dead if I lie, the old, they didn’t need to lift one olive to their mouths. And look at us here.” Another bout of weeping, from which she takes a few moments to recover. “Alone, with hardly enough to eat.” (“You can see we’re both starving,” her father says, laughing, patting his belly.) “I gave your father a beautiful son; and now we have no son.” (Her father’s good humor vanishes, and his heavy body seems suddenly like a boulder slowly crushing the life out of him.) “And our daughter, where is she? And when people ask me how many grandchildren I have, I say none. They say, ‘By God, none, this is unnatural.’ ” (Dimra would now close her eyes, preparing for imminent impact.) “Have you prayed to God for a child, Dimra? Are you going to let me and your father die without seeing our grandson?”

Dimra was named after her parents’ home village, its ruins visible from the road to Tel Aviv, its lands absorbed by Eretz, a nearby kibbutz. They fled it to escape the fighting in ’48 and were never allowed back. Her mother’s brother and his wife eventually made it to Chicago, where they lived undocumented, working in kitchens, their son, Wafiq, becoming a wealthy CPA. The rest of Dimra’s extended family ended up in the Tel al-Zaatar refugee camp in Lebanon, all of them slaughtered in yet another of Arafat’s “Palestinian Stalingrads” when the camp was besieged and shelled to rubble by Christian militias during the early years of the civil war. Dimra and her progeny were all the hope and future her parents had.

One time, Jack heard her mother say, “Is it Jamal? Is he not interested? Tell him he’s your husband; he must make you pregnant. Tell him to make you pregnant and then he can go drink seawater.” That’s when he realized they’d always known; worse still, that Dimra knew.

How had he ever imagined she would not?

In his darkest and most bitter moments, Jack wondered if her parents, when they arranged her marriage to him, had known about Dimra’s endometriosis, how hard it might be for their daughter to conceive.

He returned to the galley for coffee and a chat with Nancy. She couldn’t wait to retire to a house she and her husband (for whom she affected a rueful, eye-rolling tolerance) owned in Cancún.

“I want to be found dead on the beach,” she told him, “fat as a Thanksgiving turkey, basted and baked to perfection.”

He laughed.

“By the way,” she asked, “how’s Krysta?”

He shrugged.

She frowned, confused. “I thought you guys were close?”

“We lost touch.”

“I heard she really landed on her feet, caught herself some rich Arab guy.”

“Good for her,” he murmured, succumbing to a wash of prickly heat at his scalp.

Birdy haunted him. Whenever he was out in Chicago, he thought he might see her from the car, bump into her on the street, constantly believed he’d spotted her, as you do with the beloved dead. They met working a flight to Denver twelve years ago when she’d just qualified and was on reserve. Jack still had her contact in his phone, and her last text to him.


You broke my heart.



She’d never known who he was.

A scream from the cabin. “He’s eating those nuts!” It was the woman with the allergic child. He and Nancy hurried down to find the man shoving nuts frantically into his mouth and leaning out into the aisle to huff deadly, nutty breaths at the howling woman clutching her ancient child’s head to her breast.
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Jack arrived home from his four-day trip a half hour before the dreaded condo meeting. Inside the back gate lay a fat Chicago rat, still twitching. After shoveling it into the garbage, he found Panther lying in the bed Jack had made for him under the deck. A feral cat who’d adopted the building, Panther was pure black and enormous, with startling emerald eyes.

“Thanks for the rat, buddy.” He scratched Panther beneath his chin, provoking a thunderous purr, and wished he could just curl up beside him.

Upstairs, he found Dimra in the kitchen and wrapped his arms around her small body, pressing his cheek to her hot cheek as he told her again that she didn’t need to make food for everyone whenever they held a meeting.

Laying his hand on her stomach, he softly chided, “You’re stressing yourself. You need to rest.” She’d never sustained a pregnancy past ten weeks.

“I’m almost done.” She pulled the pita she’d baked out of the oven and slipped in a tray of cookies.

Leaving her, he slumped down on the couch in the circle they’d made from all the chairs in their apartment and strategized about how to deliver all the bad news.

He’d begin by pointing out that they were better off than many during this economic collapse. He didn’t really understand all this talk of bad CDOs and MBSs. In the end, it all came down to his uncle Kassam’s favorite saying: God made this beautiful world while he was sober; then he had a few too many drinks and thought it might be funny to put the monkeys in charge.

In recent years, banks had been throwing money at mortgagees and developers like drunken lottery winners. The developers were rehab-bing buildings at a breakneck pace, cutting corners, everyone dreaming of leaping up the magical property ladder into wealth. Their own developer, Natasha, was an ever-agitated and whippet-thin woman with a fog of frizzy blond curls. A Russian immigrant, she was like a wolf who’d washed up on an island of flightless birds.

Everyone in the building paid close to $300,000 for these apartments in an insalubrious area of Rogers Park. Dazzled by the size and cosmetically impressive rehab of the three-bedroom, two-bathroom 1,500-square-foot apartments with fourteen-foot ceilings, they all made the first-time homeowner’s mistake of ignoring the properties around them, the overgrown yards dotted with ancient appliances, the subsiding porches, tarp-covered roofs, and boarded-up windows.

With everyone else too terrified to deal with Natasha, Jack was voted the building’s president and spokesman. She’d turn up at his door beneath that frizzy mane, effusive about the paradise she alone had made available to the owners. “This place a shithole before I come, dropped ceilings, can you believe it. I make you these ceilings” (raising her arms as if in supplication to them). “Isn’t it beautiful? Isn’t it beautiful?” she’d insist with increasing aggression. “Beautiful. You can breathe!” Closing her eyes, she took deep, sensuous breaths, as if she’d been released from a stinking pit into an alpine meadow. “Only thing higher, the sky, yes!” At this, she made a noise like the scream of someone slipping off a precipice into an abyss, a sound she clearly believed bore some resemblance to human laughter.

When he brought up the illegal back deck, the severe water issues, and inquired about how the basement apartment could be viable given the problems with flooding and plumbing in the building, she assured him she was putting in “special systems,” as if she were a kind of Pros-pero, Jack thought, these “special systems” magic enacted by her Ariel, a sinister Serb called Zoran, and her browbeaten and hapless team of wordless Calibans who seemed to spend most of their time sitting in defecatory postures in the backyard waiting for instructions.

“Jack, Jack, have I ever let you down?” she’d say, and before he could respond, she’d bark: “No! I live for you. I live for this building!”

A few months before Marcia’s arrival, Leo Fackler, Natasha’s pit bull of a lawyer, began sending sphincter-loosening letters demanding they complete the turnover of responsibility for the building to the current condo owners or Natasha would have every right over them, from repossessing their apartments to warming her feet in the freshly disemboweled bellies of their children.

At the turnover, when Jack tried to insist Natasha sign a contract binding her to personal responsibility for the building’s outstanding issues before the condo owners would sign anything themselves, her operatic performance made Lady Macbeth, Brünnhilde, and Medea seem like Victorian ladies squealing at the sight of an uncovered table leg. Natasha sang of her generous nature, her self-sacrificing goodness, sang tearfully of the splendors of her creation, “the ceilings, the ceilings!” and then hissingly plunged into ominous suggestions of her occult powers over their homes and very souls as Fackler’s basso-profundo threats intensified, echoing up as if from Hades, while Natasha’s husband, a rumpled little goateed man who provided in his entire crushed being evidence that nothing could withstand his wife, sang, “Sign, sign the papers! Sign, sign and you shall be free! Just sign here in your blood! For God’s sake, sign!”

After what seemed like hours of this torture, they signed. The curtain fell, the storm vanished, and they all huddled together ashamed and bewildered. Natasha, of course, immediately dissolved her company and holed herself up behind the fortress of her lawyer. Jack and the other owners made halfhearted forays into hiring lawyers to force Natasha to live up to her contractual obligations, only to be told by the ones with a conscience that it would cost them more to go to court than they could possibly gain.

Now the condo board, with Jack as its president, held complete legal and financial responsibility for a building with a leaking roof, a back deck held together with rusty nails and duct tape, showers with tiles falling off the sheetrock walls, a chronically constipated and displaced sewer line that frequently flooded the basement, and plumbing that provided so little water pressure to the top units his wife filled buckets late at night to wash with in the morning.

Through all of this stress, Dimra kept him sane, cupping his cheeks in her hands and reminding him they’d grown up in Gaza. “At least they’re not bombing us, habibi,” she’d say, gifting him her lovely, open laugh.

She was right. He thought of that early life in the breezeblock-and-concrete sprawl of Beach Camp, with its heart of darkness, the majlis. What had once been the legislative council building had become the seat of the Israeli military governor, surrounded by its barbed-wire fence. Beside it rose the empty pedestal of a monument to the unknown soldier erected by the Egyptians, blown up by the Israelis after their victory in ’67, as if they were determined to obliterate even the dead. He recalled one night in the summer of ’85 being woken by the cries of their neighbor, Nadine, and looking out of his bedroom window to see her husband, Azat, a skinny, bookish man, being dragged into the street by the IDF. It shocked and surprised Jack to see Azat naked but for his underwear. Everyone knew to sleep in their pajamas despite the awful heat, so the soldiers couldn’t humiliate them in this way. As they man-handled Azat into the jeep, Jack glanced at the graffiti lit up by the jeep’s headlights on the steel shutter over a storefront: “Life is like a cucumber, one day in your hand, the next day up your ass.”

Azat, it turned out, had thrown a grenade at the majlis some nights before. It had bounced off the thick concrete walls and failed to explode. Betrayed by a collaborator, he received a twenty-seven-year sentence, of which he would serve nine. Jack didn’t know a single family without someone in jail. His own father spent more than half Jack’s childhood imprisoned. The majlis seemed to Jack like a malevolent hive, out of which swarmed the IDF in their oversized jeeps, the night patrols deliberately revving their engines and blaring traditional Hebrew songs from loudspeakers. Jack remembered all the protests following someone being shot by the IDF, or a child blinded by a rubber bullet, that eerie oceanic roar of the crowds, ending in the sight of people spilling back through the streets escaping the tear gas, covering their mouths and noses with their shirts or kufiyahs. The protests were followed by curfews, hundreds of thousands imprisoned in their hot, cramped homes from dusk till dawn. He remembered his dad often climbing onto the roof to repair the bullet holes in their water tank, since the Israeli patrols shot at them for fun. Checkpoints and searches could happen at any time, baby-faced IDF soldiers barking senseless orders in incomprehensible Arabic or rapid Hebrew. Following Palestinian unrest or an attack of any kind, patrols would kick over vegetable stands, pound on the fragile tin doors in the camps, terrifying the children, tear down the washing lines between the houses, trampling the clothes in the dirt. Many of the camp men worked as day laborers, leaving the crumbling houses and infrastructure of Gaza every morning to construct beautiful new homes for Israelis in Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Tel Aviv. Gaza was a mini East Germany, no one knowing if their neighbor was working for Shabak, living in constant fear of the night raid. And he thought of how fractured the Palestinians themselves were, their own corrupt and ineffectual leaders, no one able to control the rocket attacks that led to Israel’s brutal reprisals, the gangsterish infighting of the political and religious organizations. The Israelis encouraged the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamic groups early on, hoping their influence would weaken Fatah. These groups distributed leaflets condemning female education and encouraged attacks on infidel communists.

Then came the intifada, all that hatred and misery and thwarted love finally blowing the streets apart. Young militants threw stones at the patrols, making sure the soldiers followed them into people’s houses so they’d beat up the family and smash the furniture. This ensured there’d be someone wounded and vengeful in every home.

But it often seemed to him that the greatest weapon the Israelis possessed was their power over time, all the ways in which they could steal hours from Palestinian lives. Those who weren’t thrown in jail for years or decades were kept in endless lines at Israeli administrative sites to be issued permits or identification; or at the tax office, where the officers would take three-hour-long breaks, leaving people cooking in the blazing sun. They waited at checkpoints, waited to be picked up as day laborers to earn a few shekels, waited for the curfew to end so they could leave their homes, the little hourglasses of their lives emptying grain by grain.

Some went mad. Mr. Halabi’s eleven-year-old son, Raja, was in a gang of boys throwing stones at fast-moving IDF vehicles, and one of the young IDF soldiers, encouraged by the others to give the boys a scare, fired his M16 over their heads. He did so just as the vehicle hit a pothole, the machine gun jumping and one of the bullets shattering Raja’s skull. Just after the soldier’s court-martial gave him a one-month suspended sentence, Mr. Halabi picked up a kitchen knife and headed to Tel Aviv. There he stabbed to death a young American tourist, Adam Greenberg, studying public policy at Notre Dame, and then rushed at the police, who shot him dead.

And yet, Jack also loved much of his childhood in Beach Camp, that sprawling labyrinth rife with children playing marbles or gathering teams for a raucous game of Jews and Arabs through its sandy alleyways, shadowed by sheets of corrugated iron, heavy with the scent of the sea. He remembered when he and Dimra first stood on Gillson Park Beach in Wilmette, how she said that this great lake was so like the sea, but didn’t smell like the sea, as if they were in a dream. These pristine northern suburb beaches were not at all like the ones in Gaza, with trash everywhere, donkeys in the water, brightly colored kites dancing through the air, the sand packed with sunshades cobbled from planks of wood and palm fronds, the smell of grilling fish and hubble-bubbles, and of cardamom-infused coffee, sweet corn and potatoes roasting on burning embers, sizzling steam rising from the carts selling pistachios and roasted seeds, all those food stands with their fragile carnival beauty, adorned with tinsel and little lights.

At night, when there wasn’t a curfew, he and his cousin Salim often slipped out to the beach. That was a time when Salim’s reserve of youthful hope was so close to his surface it had leaked up, pooling slick and bright in his eyes. They would share the hubble-bubble Salim had filched from his father, Jack’s uncle Kassam, who would have been passed-out drunk. They watched the fishing boats, whose lamps created a magical, illuminated path stretching far out into the sea. Jack could picture the two of them there, himself stealing glances at Salim like a girl at an older lover, while Salim remained impenetrable, implacable, his self not buried deep in uncomfortable flesh, as it was for Jack, but infusing him to the borders of his skin, his being and body as coextensive as that of an Attic statue.

Even that late, families gathered around fires. Gaza was a place without privacy, the markets jammed, the streets a river of people, especially in the crowded camp, the thin-walled houses on top of one another, all the windows and often the doors open; you heard every argument, the crying of newborns, the shrieks of mourning, the sound of Abu Ashur beating his wife in the small courtyard behind the houses.
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