
  
   
    
     [image: cover.jpg]

    

   

   
    
     [image: 38977.jpg]

    

   

   
    A Oneworld Book

    This eBook edition published by Oneworld Publications 2014

    First published in Great Britain and the Commonwealth by Oneworld Publications 2014

    Copyright © Claire Hajaj 2014

    The moral right of Claire Hajaj to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988

    All rights reserved
Copyright under Berne Convention
A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

    ISBN 978-1-78074-494-0
ISBN 978-1-78074-495-7 (eBook)

    eBook, text design and typesetting by Tetragon, London

    This is a work of fiction. While, as in all fiction, the literary perceptions and insights are based on experience, all names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

    Oneworld Publications
10 Bloomsbury Street
London WC1B 3SR
England

    [image: imprint-page-advert.tif]


   

   
    ‌
Contents

    	1:  Journeys
	1948 
	1956 
	1959 
	2:  Settlement
	1967,  London
	Beirut 
	3:  Reckoning
	1976 Kuwait, 
	1982 
	4:  Homecoming
	1987,  London
	Jaffa 
	The Sea 
	
  Acknowledgements
 


    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

   ‌

    For my family, near and far, with admiration and love.

   

   
    ‌
Darling Sophie,
I don’t expect you to forgive me and I don’t expect you to understand. You were always the good one from the very first. The peacemaker.
But it makes perfect sense to me, now that I’m here and seeing it, really seeing it, Sophie, after imagining it all these years. It’s just like the picture. White. White as a bone. There are trees behind the gate and dust everywhere like gold.
I should hate it, shouldn’t I? But it’s so beautiful out here on its own. Quiet as a dream. Like the home movies we made in the desert when we were children. You remember, with light but no sound, where we were all laughing and waving and he was behind the camera cheering us on. Those were the only times we weren’t pretending, when we were almost like a family.
You know the thing that hurts the most? All those bedtimes when Mum read to us – you know, once upon a time and now that’s the end of the story. Remember how we used to love that? Well, it was all a lie. Stories don’t have any beginnings and endings. They just go on and on. You, me, them, all the people before, just dancing to the same old bloody tune. And I’m tired, so fucking tired. But I can’t see how we’ll ever stop.
The worst thing is – maybe we really would have been happy in this house. Wouldn’t that be the joke? If the old fool was right after all, if this was truly where we belonged? All our best memories hanging on the wall. My first performance. You and me holding hands at the beach. Mum in her wedding dress. Even one of him, maybe playing football right here, in the dust with bare feet and the sea all around. All the things I could have loved about him, that I kept loving even after he threw me away.
I wish I could explain this better, Sophie. I want to find some way to make sense of it, so you can understand me without any word like we always used to. I know you’ll try because you love me, but sometimes that isn’t enough, is it?
But, you know, I have this idea that we’ll all be here together one day. The two tribes, hers and his. Wouldn’t that be the perfect ending? We could walk down this little track, right here, until we reach the sea. I can hear it over the hill just out of sight. It’s talking to me. I swear, it’s whispering in a hundred voices. I bet it could tell the truth of what happened here – if anyone was listening. But no one ever is. We’re all just stumbling around blind in this world. We look straight through each other like strangers, even the people in our own homes.
Remember I love you always.
Marc. Jaffa, December 1988


    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    Even as he finished he knew he’d left too much unsaid. But time was running – the moments flooding together, an exquisite sensation of drowning. He was riding the flood now, carried towards his purpose by the brilliance of the reflecting sea, by the warmth of white stone under his hand as he slipped across the high wall, by the trembling arms of leaves and shadow helping him down into the silent garden.

    At last his feet touched the earth. And he saw it – there, cut into the tree’s trunk, a child’s uneven letters curling into the bark. His fingers touched its faint lines. Salim. The circle of the m was half-finished, swallowed by the swelling wood. For a moment it confounded him; the long-forgotten script became a face, and in it a pair of eyes asking a question to which he had no answer. He laid one hand over them, blotting them out. Then, with a knife in the other, he dug his own signature underneath.

    The glass in the kitchen door was made of water; it parted when his hand went through and he felt nothing. And then at last he saw the house open up to him, welcoming him inside.

    By the time he returned to the kitchen with his empty bag he could hear them gathering beyond the gates, high and insistent as the whine of a bee. It was nearly time, and for an instant he felt the beat of fear. But then he reminded himself; his work was done and he was ready. And between him and those voices stood the whispering trees, the weight of earth and the guarding lattice of branches.

    He could hear them as he closed his eyes, the distant song of voices drifting through the boughs like bubbles of the past, freed by the same wind that lifted the leaves, that carried the smell of oranges into the house.

    It was laughter he heard through the trees, or something like it – the bright, high call of boys playing. And from somewhere behind him, deep behind the closed doors, a woman could have been singing.

    Suddenly he was seized with a moment’s desire: to answer those voices, to stand up and throw open the door and be recognized. But then, in that instant, the light came roaring in. It came with a fury, passing through the door and over him, rushing on and on into the heart of the house. And it filled him with peace as it went, sweeping everything away before it like a returning tide.

    ‌
Each man’s life involves the life of all men, each tale is but the fragment of a tale.

    Stephen Vizinczey
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    ‌Journeys

    An ‘absentee’ is a Palestinian citizen [who] left his place of residence before 1 September 1948 for a place… held by forces seeking to prevent the establishment of the State of Israel… Every right an absentee had in any property shall pass automatically to the Custodian Council for Absentee Property.


    Israel Absentees 
Property Law, 1950

    No doubt Jews aren’t a loveable people; I don’t care about them myself; but that is not sufficient to explain the pogrom.


    Neville Chamberlain, 
letter, 1938

    ‌
‌1948

    ‘Yallah, Salim! Farm-boy! The Jews are coming for you! They’re going to kick you out and break your skinny arse like a donkey.’

    Two boys stood opposite each other on the dirt road between Jaffa’s orange groves and the sea.

    One was older, burly and black haired. His chin, arms and belly rolled in chubby folds, like a lamb ready for the oven. Some day those folds would smooth into the coveted fat of the ay’an – one of the rich, the coffee drinkers with their white mansions and expensive wives. But today the excess weight was only good for bullying and sweating his way through the warm spring air.

    The younger boy stood facing the darkening water with a football in his hand. He wore laced black school shoes and neat brown shorts. His white shirt was tucked carefully around his waist and buttoned up to the chin; his small, pale face was an open book, the Frères liked to tease, a page that anyone could write on.

    ‘Don’t call me a fellah,’ he said cautiously, turning the football around in his hands. It was never a good idea to argue with Mazen, who at nearly ten was brutishly heavy-handed.

    ‘Why not? You live on a farm. Your father makes you go and pick fruit, like the fellahin.’

    An angry retort filled Salim’s mouth, but he swallowed it, suddenly uncertain. Hadn’t he begged to go to the groves last week? The harvest was ending, and his father’s labourers had picked the family farm – all fifteen full dunams of good orange land. Joining the harvest was supposed to be a birthday treat; he was seven now, and one day he would share the groves with Hassan and Rafan. Let me go, he’d asked, but his father said no, and to his shame Salim had wept.

    ‘My father pays fellahin to work, yours puts them in prison,’ he said, changing tack. Mazen’s father was one of Jaffa’s top judges, a qadi; Hassan said he stank of money. ‘If the Jews come and live in your house your father can help them lock us all up.’ Mazen grinned.

    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘If you ask nicely I’ll take care of you and your pretty mama. But that stupid Hassan will have to look after himself.’

    He grabbed the football from Salim and turned down the path towards the sea. The younger boy followed him instinctively, empty arms swinging by his side in the falling sun.

    ‘The Jews aren’t coming, anyway, not while the British are here,’ Salim said, remembering suddenly what Frère Philippe had told him at St Joseph’s that morning. A scuffle broke out between two boys in the yard at playtime: one had called the other’s father a traitor for selling his dunams to the Jews. The other shouted that at least he hadn’t fled his home like a coward. They were dragged off by their ears, still hitting each other. Salim had stood by transfixed, while Mazen laughed and cheered them on. Afterwards, Frère Philippe had patted him gently on the face. ‘Don’t worry, habibi,’ he’d said over the wet thwack of the whip as the boys took their lashes. ‘All this talk of Jews and armies… not everyone is crazy for fighting, not while the British are still here and God watches over his flock.’

    ‘God helps those who help themselves,’ said one of the nearby Frères, darkly. ‘God better had,’ said another, ‘because the British surely won’t.’

    ‘You’re such a donkey, Salim,’ sneered Mazen, bringing him back to the present. ‘The British don’t care if we live or die. They want to slice this place up like an orange and give the Jews the biggest piece. But we’ll be ready for them, by God. Let them test the Najjada. I can’t wait to shoot a Jew.’

    Salim could not imagine shooting anyone. He had once seen a British policeman shoot a sick dog – a stray; the sad noise it made as the bullet went in had made Salim kneel on the ground and vomit. And then there was what happened last month – the blood that ran over the bricks onto his shoes – but he would not think about that.

    ‘You can’t join the Najjada,’ he said, pushing his hands into his pockets and squaring his shoulders. ‘You’re just a boy. Mama says they only take men.’ Boy scouts with guns, she’d called them at the parade last week; but Salim had stretched up on his toes behind Hassan’s back to see them standing to attention in Clock Tower Square. They had tall rifles and fine grey uniforms. He knew one; Mazen’s gang called him cat’s arse because he had a deep brown pimple in the middle of his chin. They’d teased him to crying about it, but that day his eyes were bright and proud. Hassan would have joined them too – but Mohammad Nimir al-Hawari accepted no boy under fifteen.

    ‘Your mama has a woman’s brains,’ Mazen scoffed. ‘Al-Hawari is a friend of my father’s. Anyway, why would I tell you if I joined? They don’t take little donkeys like you.’

    ‘I’m not a donkey,’ Salim whispered, as Mazen ran ahead. Sometimes, in his wildest moments of courage, Salim imagined knocking Mazen to the ground like a fat football. But with his big fists and blistering scorn, Mazen was more terrifying than even the Jews. I hope the Jews get Mazen when they come.

    The Jews are coming. That’s what the Frères whispered to each other at school. The countryside was emptying as the fighting drew near, bringing refugees to Jaffa with their dirty bags and clinging children. Salim’s father had complained to the Mayor about them – but his mother had sent packages of food for the women with babies. Salim could not understand what would make people want to sleep in Jaffa’s mosques and churches instead of in their own homes.

    But today, with the sun high and the air filled with salt and oranges, it was hard to feel afraid. They chased each other along the path, racing through the scrubland and yelling into the warm rush of sea air. The ball flew towards the sea and Salim streaked ahead, breathless and exultant, scooping it before the surf could claim it. Spinning around to cheer his victory, he suddenly realized he was alone. His cheeks turned red as he spotted Mazen, grinning down at him from the top of the embankment.

    ‘You always fall for that one,’ he laughed. Salim hung his head to hide the shaming flush. Why do you always let him trick you, stupid? the stones on the ground seemed to say.

    ‘Come on, fellah,’ Mazen said, pointing to Salim’s dirty knees and sweaty face. ‘I’m hungry. Let’s go to the souk.’

    There were two ways to get from Al-Ajami to the souks of Jaffa’s Clock Tower Square.

    The route from Salim’s house led straight through the silent inland. It passed the sun-bleached whiteness of the seaside villas, their walled gardens spilling glorious streams of red bougainvillea and the dusty tang of oranges. It turned left onto old Al-Ajami Street, where new motorcars whined past donkeys trundling loads of pomegranates and lemons. The door of Abulafia’s bakery was always open, even in the bracing winter months. Salim had waited there a hundred times, his senses scorched by the smell of pastries rising in clouds of cinnamon and allspice. His mother liked manquish, a flatbread sprinkled with thyme and sesame. He used to eat it from her hands, a little piece at a time, as they walked out into Jaffa’s old city, with its coffee shops and yellow plumes of nargile smoke.

    The other way to the Square belonged to Jaffa’s boys; it was a rite of passage. As soon as a boy was old enough to walk, another would dare him to try it – crossing down over the wild beaches, braving the slippery rocks and then inching out step by step under the ancient port wall.

    Today, the sun beat down on the great crescent of the Mediterranean; the water shone gold against the black land like a ring in an African ear. Salim and Mazen jumped across the tide pools, splashing the bare-armed boys fishing for crabs. They picked their way across the jagged rocks until the port of Jaffa emerged in white, sea-stained stone.

    ‘Jaffa’s harbour is as old as the sea,’ Frère Philippe had taught them. ‘It was here before the Arabs or the Jews. God Himself led Japhet here, Noah’s son, in the times before time. The bones of twenty-two armies rest here. The pagans of Thebes chained their maiden sacrifice just there,’ his wrinkled hand pointed and a dozen pairs of eyes followed it. ‘There, out on the rocks that we call Andromeda, waiting for the sea monster to devour them. The Crusader king, Richard the Lionheart, lay in his sickbed on the port just there, begging Salah Al-Din for peace. The godless Emperor Napoleon camped by the lighthouse, while the plague destroyed his army and his righteous prisoners rose against him. He learned a lesson that I tell you now, mes enfants: that Jaffa is God’s beloved place, and they are cursed who come to harm it.’

    Salim cherished a guilty love for the English king with the lion on his chest, even though most of the boys liked Napoleon and Salah Al-Din, champion of the faith. He imagined Richard now as he edged carefully under the yellowing harbour wall. It might have been the same for him: the sour slap of shallow waters and the bloody scent of feluccas bringing in the catch. Only the great steamships on the horizon marked the passage of centuries.

    By the time he pulled himself up onto the harbour floor, Mazen had already found a loose orange. He was dropping the pith on the ground, the yellow juice running down his chin. ‘There it is,’ he said, a chubby finger pointing north. ‘There they are.’ Across the bay, the gleaming high-rises of Tel Aviv curved up the coast as far as the eye could see.

    Salim barely noticed Tel Aviv most of the time. Only the very old, the grandmothers and grandfathers of his friends, sometimes talked of a time when Jaffa was surrounded by circling dunes and Tel Aviv was just a few shells in the blowing sand. To Salim it had always been here. It was the same with the British. They had always been here too, the Commissioners and Commanders, those starched, pink-faced men. The boys called them schwee schwees, the noise that pigs make. But they were fond of the Jaffa garrison. A private called Jonno used to give Mazen and Hassan cigarettes. He’d promised that Salim could have one too, once he turned eight.

    Only these days Salim felt he was seeing more of Tel Aviv and less of the British. British rule in mother Palestine ends next month, the Frères said. And then a new place called Israel will burst out of her belly, and split her in two forever. Salim had overheard Mazen’s father putting it more simply. ‘The next time you see the British will be from the deck of a ship, waving goodbye.’

    ‘It’s late,’ Mazen said, frowning as the call for the early evening prayer started to rise. ‘If you weren’t so slow, we’d be there by now.’

    ‘Let’s not go,’ Salim said suddenly. The fear that had crept up while he climbed under the wall now swept over him in a bitter wave. In the evening light his feet looked red again, red as the blood on the stones, as the sound of screaming. But Mazen just laughed and said, ‘Chickenshit baby boy.’ He wiped his mouth and grabbed Salim along by the arm into Jaffa’s narrow alleyways, as the words of the muezzins flooded the city, dissonant keening, rolling down from every quarter.

    They burst into Clock Tower Square as the songs faded. Salim was panting and his arm was sore. Mazen let go, and he stood for a moment to catch his breath and calm his pounding heart. His eyes ran automatically up the Tower’s severe angles. A plaque on the wall read Sultan Abd Al-Hamdi II. They had learned about him, the great Ottoman emperor who was short of money – or perhaps of patience – and asked Jaffa’s leaders to pay for the Tower themselves. Today, there was hardly a rich man in Jaffa – Muslim, Christian or Jew – who didn’t claim to have bankrolled it.

    But all that was over now. At the other end of the Square, like an ugly tumour, the ruins of the New Seray Government House lay in a shattered pile. The building itself had been blown completely open, gaping over the Square like a toothless mouth.

    He crept over to the rubble. Mazen was watching a man wrapped in a keffiyeh pulling stones out of the pile.

    ‘I bet there are still bodies under there.’ Mazen pointed to dark red stains. ‘Or maybe arms, or legs or something. If my father had been voted Mayor instead of that idiot Heikal, he would have cleaned all this up by now. Smell that stink! Or maybe you can’t, because Hassan smells like this all the time.’

    Salim felt his stomach heave. The bomb had been hiding in a truck of oranges, they’d said. The man who drove it must have looked like an Arab, but he was really one of the Irgun, the most dreaded Jews of all.

    They’d heard the boom on their way to the schoolroom, and afterwards the screaming. Hassan had turned to run back, his schoolbag bouncing across his shoulders. Salim had run too, terrified to be left behind. He’d clutched at Hassan’s bag until it vanished ahead of him into a thick yellow cloud. And then the cloud was on him too, choking him with dirt, while under his feet shards of glass and stone crunched and broke, sending him sprawling to the floor. Through the ringing of his ears he’d heard sirens. Someone was screaming over and over again. Omar! Omar! He was lost in a dark well – he was drowning, he tried to call Hassan’s name but dust filled his mouth. Something large and soft was lying near his legs, leaking in slow pulses, turning his canvas shoes red under the faint returning sun. The colour had blossomed around him as he lay transfixed. Until Hassan suddenly appeared overhead, grey dust spattered over his face, his eyes white as a beaten horse. He’d hauled Salim up by his filthy shirt and dragged him home.

    The next day Jaffa’s mothers howled while the British soldiers crawled over the ruins. He’d watched paralysed as Mazen pulled a strip of someone’s shirt from under a piece of masonry. It was white cloth, wet and stained black with blood and caked brown dirt. The smell on it was foul, and it stayed with him even when the police came to chase them away.

    Salim pulled at Mazen’s shirt. ‘Please can we go? I don’t like it here.’ Mazen shook Salim’s hand off, but he turned away all the same. They’ll become ghosts, Mazen had told him as they carried the bodies away. The dead can’t rest without vengeance.

    They made their way to Souk El Attarin, to buy sweets. The mounds of pistachio, lemon, rose and gold smelt as delicious as ever, but Salim’s mouth was dry. The boys were used to fighting through the crowds to get their share. Not today, though. The souk was almost empty. The old shopkeeper looked at them with hungry eyes as they handed over pocket money.

    ‘Hey, Salim!’

    Salim looked around in alarm; they were not supposed to be out so close to curfew.

    ‘Shit,’ said Mazen loudly, ‘it’s the Yehuda boy.’

    ‘Hi, Elia,’ said Salim. ‘How’s life?’ He shifted, grateful the Square was empty. It was not so good to be seen with a Jew, even a local one.

    Elia was older than Mazen, fair skinned like Salim with thin arms. He shrugged his narrow shoulders and said ‘Yani,’ the universal Arabic expression for that grey place between good and bad. ‘I was going to see my father,’ he said, pointing in the direction of Souk Balasbeh, the clothes market. ‘We close early now. He doesn’t like me to walk alone, with all the troubles.’

    ‘Who’s causing the troubles?’ said Mazen. ‘Your father and his friends, that’s who.’

    ‘He’s not one of those people, Mazen,’ Salim protested. He dimly remembered a time when they had been allowed to be friends. Elia’s father, Isak Yashuv, was nearly an Arab. You could never tell him apart from any other Palestinian, with his dark Iraqi skin and hawk eyes above the coals of his nargile, bubbling away all day long. But Elia’s mother came from outside Palestine, with the white Jews.

    This had been endlessly and furiously debated in Salim’s house when a final halt was called to Elia and Salim’s friendship.

    ‘A Jew is not a Palestinian and a Jew is not an Arab,’ Abu Hassan had yelled at him, his hand hitting the table. ‘They are all bastards who came here for nothing but to rob us. You want to shame me?’

    ‘For God’s sake, calm down,’ said his mother coldly, her high forehead smooth as glass. ‘Isak’s family was fitting buttons in Souk Balasbeh before you were born. And as for his foreign wife – what about me, eh? Didn’t you drag me to this forsaken country, like a cow in a cart?’

    Salim knew that his mother and the pale Lili Yashuv had a strange kind of friendship too; when they went to collect her finest clothes from Isak’s shop, Lili would talk to her in halting Arabic with a heavy accent. And his mother would smile in a way she rarely did even with the wives of the other ay’an.

    Today, Elia looked even more miserable than usual. His family was among the tiny handful that still kept a foothold in Jaffa; the rest had moved to Tel Aviv. Their shop in the textile souk had become an open target, but Isak refused to move. ‘I won’t give in to this madness,’ he’d said, doggedly coming into work every day while his small stock of business dwindled.

    ‘My family don’t want any trouble,’ said Elia to Mazen. ‘We just want to work. But it’s not just the Irgun causing the problems.’ He jerked his head over to the south, where the Najjada and the Arab Liberation Army headquartered.

    ‘Look, Elia, I’ll take you to your father now,’ said Salim quickly. Mazen had a look Salim knew well, his beating face. ‘We have to get back before the curfew.’

    ‘Okay, Yehuda boys,’ said Mazen, the words smeared with contempt. ‘Enjoy your walk. I’ll see you when the Arab armies come.’ He moved across to Elia, and bent his head towards the other boy’s ear. ‘There are thousands of us, Jew. You’ll see.’ And he turned his back on them and ran across the Square.

    ‘You don’t have to walk with me, Salim,’ Elia said. The sky was turning dark now, slate grey clouds rolling in with the night.

    ‘I won’t walk all the way. Maybe just a little bit. Is your mama okay?’

    ‘Yes, she’s okay. She’s afraid now. She and Papa fight a lot.’

    ‘Mine too.’ Salim kicked the ground in front of him. ‘Is she frightened that the Arab armies are coming to save us?’ These days, the radio and Friday sermons were full of nothing else.

    Elia didn’t reply, and they walked along in silence. Salim started to feel sorry for him. If he were Elia, wouldn’t he fear the great Arab armies? He imagined them, rows and rows of men with their flags streaming and guns waving, just like the bedouin from the old stories.

    ‘You can come to our house,’ he said in a rush of feeling. ‘Mama will hide you. We won’t tell anyone you’re Jewish. You’ll be safe with us.’

    Elia raised his head sharply and Salim was suddenly frightened by his expression. ‘Ya Salim, I don’t think we can live like we used to,’ he said, slowly. ‘Mama says your people hate the Jews and will never let there be peace. So we’ll fight each other, no matter what.’ He shrugged his shoulders again. ‘Only God knows who will win.’

    ‘The Arabs will win,’ said Salim firmly. He had little affection for his father, or Abu Mazen, or for any of the other heavy men who came and went from his house. But his world was built around the smell of their cigarettes and the low hum of their conversation. It was impossible to believe that their authority might ever cease to be there, quietly ordering the universe.

    ‘You’re just like Mazen, if you think that,’ said Elia, stopping dead beside him. ‘Why didn’t you go with him? He’ll teach you how to shoot at my family and trash our shop, like his terrorist friends.’

    Salim laughed before he could stop it; the thought of fat Mazen screaming with a pistol in his hand was too funny. But the sound seemed to hurt Elia somehow; his thin shoulders recoiled into his body like a jack-in-the-box ready to spring. Yelling, ‘Yallah, go on then! Go!’ his arm shot out in a half-punch, half-shove, hitting Salim in the chest and pushing him against the stone wall.

    It felt like the time he was stung by a bee – numbness, followed by a sharp, rising pain that made Salim want to howl. Hot tears sprang to his eyes.

    ‘You should go!’ he shouted back, bunching his hands into fists. ‘Go away. This is Palestine, where the Arabs live. Go back to your own place.’

    ‘Jaffa is my place!’ Elia sounded tearful. ‘But that bastard Mazen wants to throw a bomb through my window. What are we supposed to do?’

    Salim thought of the terror of Clock Tower Square, the bloody pile of broken stone and the raw screams filling the air like smoke. Mayor Heikal had spoken on the radio that night and called the Jews murderers of children, as savage as bears. Mazen and his gang had sworn revenge. On that day, across the whole of Jaffa, it was heresy to think that Jews were not devils.

    But despite this, Salim still believed the world of Jews must surely be divided into the bad and the good. The bad ones lived in Tel Aviv and those vast farmlands where Arabs did not go. People said they had driven families out of their homes, invaded Haifa, Jerusalem and other Arab villages and killed in their hundreds while the British just stood by. Salim had never seen one of these nightmare Jews. But at night, they stood dark and faceless on the borders of his sleep.

    But Elia’s family looked much the same as everyone else in Jaffa. They worked and lived just as his family did. So how could they be enemies?

    He wanted to explain some of this to Elia, but confusion tied his tongue. Instead he just stood there, eyes cast down, twisting his foot on the gravel. They were still some distance from the gates of El-Balasbeh, and it was already closing time. Elia sighed, a sound that seemed to say: Well? But if it was an invitation, Salim did not understand it.

    ‘I have to go home now,’ Salim said finally. Tomorrow, perhaps, they could put it all right. Elia nodded.

    ‘Okay, Salim,’ he said. ‘Ma salameh’ – go in peace.

    As Elia walked away, Salim’s stomach felt heavy – like small stones of worry knocking together. And then there was nothing left to do but run, past the ruin of the Square and through the shuttered streets, back towards the safety of home.

    The Al-Ishmaeli house was known as Beit Al-Shamouti, the Orange House. A thick wall of shamouti orange trees flickered darkly behind the bars of its iron gate, spring blossoms swelling on their boughs. Over summer, they would turn from small lemon buds into globes of Jaffa’s gold. Then the air would fill with a bruised sweetness as they were crushed into juices or sliced and sprinkled with sugar and rosewater. Across Jaffa, others would be wrapped in paper and packed into steamships, destined for lands Salim had only dreamed of.

    The neighbours whispered, too, that without his fifteen dunams of orange land south of the city the thick-lipped Saeed Al-Ishmaeli – Abu Hassan to his friends – would be lucky to afford a shed in his own back garden. That was the other reason for the house’s nickname.

    As he walked back home through the darkening streets, Salim brooded over Elia and Mazen. They’d all been friends once. But last year everything changed.

    Frère Philippe had tried to explain it at school. Palestine was to be divided up between the Jews and the Arabs. The Jews would get the northern coast, the Galilee and the southern desert. The Palestinians got the fertile west bank of the Jordan and the green hills before Lebanon, as well as the southern port of Gaza. Jerusalem was given to the whole world. Because Jaffa was in the Palestinian part, by law, the Jews could not take it. Salim had looked at his teacher in amazement. Who were the people doing all this giving and taking of homes?

    The thought of anyone taking his own trees made his skin prickle. Fellah! How dare Mazen call him a peasant? Peasants were dirty and poor, with rough hands and bad teeth. They worked the land, but never owned it. I am a landowner’s son. It’s my right to pick the harvest.

    When he visited the fields last week, he’d not been allowed to take any fruit. Salim was too young, Abu Hassan said – by which he meant too disobedient. Harvest is a job for a man, not a child, he’d proclaimed.

    Instead it was always Hassan who went. It suited Abu Hassan to parade his eldest boy up and down the lanes of trees like a real effendi – ‘As if he was heir to something important and not just a few acres of dirt,’ his mother had said. Salim was too complicated a case for a man who loved income, idleness and coffee in that order, who bought Jaffa’s newspaper Filastin just to keep folded by the living room table.

    This is why Mazen’s jibe hurt so. It was his way of saying ‘My father is a clever and important man who understands things. Your father may have a bit of money, but he has the brains of a fellah. So when the fighting comes your family will be out in the cold.’

    Turning the handle of the back gate, Salim slipped inside the garden. The trees looked sleepy in the dusk, the air between them still flushed with the sun’s warmth.

    He liked to count them as he walked the path towards the porch. Each had a story: this lopsided one lost its branches in a famous winter storm and now stood like a beggar at the gate, reaching out to guests with one plaintive arm. This one was a bully, pushing its branches into all the others while its roots bubbled up out of the earth like a sea monster.

    Then there were the three smallest trees planted for the three sons: Hassan’s first, then Salim’s and then Rafan’s just last year.

    Hassan’s tree was a good height for its age, tall enough to shelter under, with thick roots. It had matured early and Hassan was only five when he started taking its fruit. Salim could not recall a year without the ritual of holding his elder brother’s woven basket and breathing in the bitterness of freshly plucked oranges.

    Salim’s tree had been fruiting for a year now. But his father had not let him take the fruit during this harvest, to teach him a lesson in obedience. Orange farmers plant trees when their sons are born, the fellahin said. But they only grow sweet when the boys are ready to become men.

    Perhaps that was why you’re so little, he thought sadly, stroking its bark. It was only three years younger than Hassan’s but less than half the height. The tree leaned westwards into the sunset, its branches like hands clambering up the wall to escape.

    The stunting of Salim’s tree was a kitchen joke in the Al-Ishmaeli household. Hassan found it particularly funny. ‘I hope your balls grow bigger than your oranges, Salim,’ he used to say. ‘Or you might turn into a woman after all.’ His mother blamed it on the wrong ground. It was stony by the gate and lacked the morning sunshine. But she never mocked him for loving it. He touched the fresh cut on the trunk made that week, the memory of tiptoeing into the garden by candlelight together, to mark his seventh-year height on the tree and eat sweets under the stars.

    She was sitting on the porch as he reached it, Rafan at her breast. Behind her the sky was emptying, and the blue shadows made her red hair look black. Her head was bent to the baby and the hushed sound of her song was swallowed by the sea breezes.

    Noor Al-Ishmaeli was a breathtaking woman. Even Salim knew it, from the whispers of the boys, and the deference of the Frères when she took him and Hassan to school. It was her remoteness – as still and melancholy as a sculpture, as scornful as Andromeda tied to her rock. Her white forehead and olive-green eyes were the legacy of a noble Lebanese family, fallen on hard times, who bargained away their fifteen-year-old daughter’s virginity to Saeed Al-Ishmaeli for the equivalent of two new cars and her father’s retirement fund.

    Now, despite fifteen years in Palestine, with three children born and raised there, she still lived like a stranger. But to Salim she was the source of all wonder and love. He had always been her favourite – until the new baby came.

    He put his chin over her shoulder, suddenly desperately tired. She tipped her head to rest her forehead on his, and he closed his eyes for a moment in peace.

    ‘Where have you been, ya’eini?’ she asked. Salim was the only child who ever won that endearment from her, the mother’s blessing that says ‘you are more precious to me than my eyes’. She chose to say it the old way, in the formal Arabic of imams and singers – words that distanced, that said foreigner. But to Salim it sounded noble; it stirred his daydreams of knights and queens.

    ‘Out with Mazen, Mama.’

    She laughed, as Rafan snorted on her lap. ‘I don’t know what you see in that son of a pig.’ Salim felt guilt itch up his back.

    ‘I don’t like him either, but there’s no one else still here,’ he said defensively. It was true – many people had left Jaffa, saying they would be back when the ‘troubles’ were over. Salim hesitated and then said, ‘He called Baba a peasant.’

    ‘Aya, maybe he’s cleverer than I thought.’ She lifted her head into the dying light and turned those vivid, searching eyes on him. ‘Did it bother you, habibi?’ Salim hung his head, afraid to answer.

    ‘My beautiful boy,’ she said, and he heard amusement in her voice. ‘So sad, a mosquito stung him. There are so many here, buzzing all over the place. But when morning comes, ya’eini, what happens to mosquitoes?’ She opened her empty hand, and Salim imagined tiny puffs of shadow disappearing into the air. ‘One day, all these Mazens will mean less to you than that. You’re going to be a bigger man than them.’

    Then, just as quickly, she dropped her hand and turned back towards the horizon, where the pale darkness had settled over the sea.

    ‘If you want to see what kind of big man Mazen is going to become, go inside,’ she said, carelessly. ‘Abu Mazen is there, talking shop with your father.’

    The kitchen was dark, with the evening meal prepared and covered on the table; warm smells of rice, lamb, hummus and little parcels of steamed cabbage leaves. The kitchen door opened directly into Abu Hassan’s domain with its plush leather seats surrounding a coffee table of tortoiseshell lacquer.

    From behind the door, Salim could hear his father’s low, complaining rumble and Abu Mazen’s smooth replies. Hearing the word Jews, he pushed the door open just enough to listen.

    ‘You can think what you like, my friend,’ Abu Mazen was saying, ‘but these guys leaving now have their heads screwed on. Look at Heikal and Al-Hawari! Heikal is Jaffa’s first politician and Al-Hawari is its first soldier. But are they here? No. They’re waiting it out in Beirut and Cairo. They know the British have already dropped us like a rag. The Jews took Haifa and Jerusalem without the Angleezi firing a single shot. They’re coming here next. And when they do, it will be like Deir Yassin all over again.’

    Deir Yassin. The words made Salim go cold. He’d seen the pictures of the bodies in that village, after the Irgun came. They said Jews had put whole families in front of the walls and filled them with bullets.

    ‘The Jews are cowards.’ Abu Hassan’s voice, a wheezy bass. ‘Haifa and Deir Yassin had no defences. We have the Arab Liberation Army here, more than two thousand men.’

    ‘They don’t care about that rabble. They have the Americani at their right hand, and the United Nations. They have guns and artillery coming from Europe. In three weeks Palestine is facing a death sentence. When the British leave, the Jews will raise their flag and defend it. You think Ben-Gurion is going to wait while we hit his convoys and kibbutzim? For the Egyptians and Jordanians to invade his new Israel, to bed down in our cities then cross to Jerusalem and destroy him? No, the Jews won’t risk it, I promise you. They’re attacking first, and they’ll take all they can get. Haifa’s gone. We’re next. Remember Clock Tower Square? They don’t care what they have to do to us. Maybe we should all clear out, until our friends come across the border to help us.’

    Clear out? thought Salim, just as his father said, ‘Why should I leave my own house because of the Yehud? Let the Arab armies fight around me.’

    And then suddenly Salim yelled in shock; a hand had clapped over his eyes and another over his mouth.

    A giggle from behind him told him it was Hassan. He felt a hard pinch on his cheek as Hassan said, ‘What’s this, ya Salimo? Listening at the door again? Shall I tell Baba or can you pay me not to?’

    Salim wrenched himself around in panic, trying to break from Hassan’s grip. One flailing arm caught Hassan on the cheek. The older boy stopped laughing and started yelping ‘Baba, Baba!’

    The conversation halted; footsteps approached and then the kitchen door swung open. Stuck in Hassan’s furious arm-lock, Salim could just see his father’s round cheeks and sunken eyes glaring at him over his white shirt and neck-cloth.

    ‘He hit me, Baba,’ panted Hassan. ‘He was listening at the door and when I tried to stop him, he hit me.’

    The injustice made Salim choke; the words surged up before he could stop them. ‘You liar!’ he screamed. ‘You’re a lying son of a pig!’

    Hassan’s eyes widened in shock and Salim realized what he’d said. Then Abu Hassan’s ringed hand came sweeping out of the air, slapping him hard enough to drive his teeth into his lips. Saliva and the tang of blood mingled with tears running down his face.

    Looking up at his father’s face he saw the lip thrust out, the same immovable lip that last week said no to the harvest, no to his orange tree, no to his mother’s idea for a birthday party like the ones the British children had. He heard himself saying: ‘I hope the Jews do come to kick you out.’ Then he ran past them, sobbing as he hurtled up the stairs into his bedroom and slammed the door shut.

    Gradually his tears gave way to stillness. Sounds beyond the door became audible once again; the evening meal went ahead without him, his mother’s and father’s voices raised in their nightly argument. Today it was about the pearls Rafan had broken, that Baba said were too expensive to replace. ‘Do you think you married a rich man?’ he was yelling, in his fractured bass. ‘Wasn’t it enough those Lebanese thieves beggared me when I took you, now you want to finish the job?’ Then, ‘You want to dress like a Beiruti whore, go back there, I won’t stop you,’ before her cold reply, ‘In Beirut even the whores live better than I do.’ Salim pulled the pillow over his head.

    After dinner, the door creaked open and he heard soft footsteps. A voice whispered, ‘Hey Salim, Baba said you were to stay here without any food – but I brought you a plate.’ It was Hassan, contrite. Salim turned on his side to look at him, but did not speak.

    ‘By God, it was just a joke, Salim. You take everything so seriously, you ninny. But why did you have to go and upset the old man? You know what he’s like.’ He reached out and ruffled Salim’s hair, a shamefaced touch.

    After Hassan left, Salim tried to ignore the food. But his tummy rumbled so badly that he ended up pulling it towards him and cramming it into his mouth, gulping each furious bite.

    Thoughts twisted through his mind like snakes. The burning unfairness of it, of Hassan’s proud day at the harvest, of Rafan arriving to occupy their mother’s arms and time. And him, Salim – not a man to be respected nor a baby to be loved. Then came Abu Mazen’s words, slipping down his hot throat with the taste of ice and fear. Why were the Jews coming here next? Why would they need to leave their home? It will be like Deir Yassin all over again. The story of that massacre had blown through Palestine like a red wind – fifty dead, one hundred, two hundred. The rice in his mouth was gritty as dust and he heard the woman screaming – Omar! Omar!

    He pushed the plate away and lay down again, pulling the blanket over his head. Another hour went by before he heard another click of the doorknob. This time, Salim felt a cool hand come to rest on his forehead, and breathed in the reassuring smell of his mother’s perfume. He lay still as he could, afraid that if he spoke a word, he would make her want to leave again.

    A long silence passed. Finally he could hold back no longer. ‘It’s not my fault, Mama,’ he whispered. ‘Baba hates me.’

    ‘Hate?’ Her face was a white wall in the darkness. ‘You don’t know about hate yet, ya’eini.’

    ‘Why should Hassan go again to the fields and not me? It’s so unfair.’

    ‘What’s fair in this life?’ she said, her voice low. ‘Not even God is fair. Only fools say different – but you’ll learn, Salim. If a man wants something, he must find his own way.’

    ‘I want to take the harvest,’ he said, pulling himself upright. ‘It’s my right. My turn.’

    She laughed softly. ‘So you want to be a fellah too, my clever boy?’ The words pricked him into shame, just like Mazen’s.

    ‘I’m not a fellah,’ he said hotly. ‘But they’re my trees as much as Hassan’s. And now I’m seven, it’s my turn. You and Baba promised.’

    She took his chin in her hand, fingers smooth as marble. ‘Well, effendi. There’s one thing we can thank God for. He gave you a clever mother – w’Allahi, just as clever as her son. Too clever for your Baba, anyway. We spoke tonight, after the shisha calmed him down a bit. Go downstairs tomorrow morning and kiss his hand – and you’ll have your harvest. There – that’s your birthday present, ya’eini.’

    He clutched the edge of the pillow. The surge of joy was so unexpected, seizing his breath like the slap of cold surf on the beach. His arms were around her neck, and the words Mama, Mama came into his throat but he swallowed them in case they brought tears too, like a baby.

    She held him against her. ‘Never worry, ya’eini,’ she said softly, her breath warm against his hair. But then something shifted – she disengaged his arms, pushing him back to the bed. ‘Bookra, Insha’Allah,’ she said to him, her face turning towards the door. Tomorrow, if God wills it. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said in reply, feeling the old tug in his chest.

    She leaned over to kiss his cheek, and he remembered at the last minute, in a rush of anxiety.

    ‘Mama,’ he said urgently. ‘What about the Jews coming?’

    She stopped in the doorway, framed softly against the light in the hall. ‘What about them?’

    ‘Abu Mazen was talking about it. And Mazen, and the Frères. Will it be like Deir Yassin? Why did they do that?’

    At first she did not answer, and he feared he’d angered her. When she spoke at last, the words were slow, as if she drew each one from a well.

    ‘They are all dreamers here, Salim,’ she said. ‘The Jews dream of a homeland, the Arabs of the way things were. Your father dreams of being rich. Even me.’ She sighed and looked away. ‘When dreams become more important than life, you don’t care what you have to do to grasp them.’

    He lay motionless, the pillow still tight in his hand, his chest still light with happiness. When she spoke of dreams, all he could think of was the trees in the garden.

    She turned to go, but he saw her hesitate – and her hand reached down to touch his face.

    ‘Salim, if someone calls you a farmer, don’t deny it,’ she said. ‘The fellahin are the only honest men in Palestine. They truly own this land – not the Jews and not the ay’an. They built it with their hands and sweat. They would have saved it if they could. But they were betrayed. Do you understand?’

    Salim nodded, determined not to disappoint her. In truth, her words were as bewildering as a song. They left him confused, tired and entranced.

    Her hand left his cheek and she said, ‘Sleep now.’ But Salim lay awake long after she left. Then, the day slipped from him into the well of exhaustion and his eyes fell shut.
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    ‘Every Jew has a foundation story,’ Rebecca used to tell her. ‘Where they were when Israel was born. And you, Judit, are your mother’s.’

    ‘But I don’t want to be a war story.’

    ‘You are your own story, mommellah. To yourself. You can’t help what you are to other people.’

    ‘It took me days to get her out,’ Dora would say whenever the Ryhope Road Shul would start worrying over the war for the Homeland, like dogs over a bone. Her finger would shake in the air, conducting a personal symphony of woe. ‘She was late, because I was so worried sick with her uncle in the army, you know, in Jaffa and Haifa. Glued to the BBC day and night we were, with all those meshuganas, those bloody Arabs threatening to push us into the sea.’

    This was how it went on: they’d just closed up Gold’s Fashions and were driving home when Dora felt the first wave of true pain kick her like a horse. She’d grabbed Jack’s steering arm and shouted, ‘Stop you idiot, it’s coming!’

    Thirty minutes later they were staggering into the Sunderland Royal, where Dora was annotated on the obstetrician’s chart: D. Gold, elderly primigravida – NB DIFFICULT. The midwife made sure the doctor on call was sober, changed her apron and readied herself to be soothing.

    But it was all for nothing. Dora’s pains lingered, the doctor poked and prodded, but her waters did not break. Two days passed under the unflinching hospital lights before they finally decided to pull the baby out for better or worse.

    Jack called Judith’s arrival ‘the Miracle of Steady Driving’. Dora, on the other hand, blamed it on an act of God – a sign that her daughter’s birth was, in some way, a catastrophe narrowly avoided. It was the price of her middle-class entry into the great theatre of Jewish suffering – a forty-eight-hour labour that reduced her to yelling ‘For God’s sake, get it out of me!’ There was enough blood and ripped flesh for a battlefield and at the end a tiny, limp girl born struggling for oxygen just as the new State of Israel was drawing its first breath.

    Judith was installed in a bedroom already occupied by Gertie, a shadowy presence of sixteen. ‘Not your blood sister,’ Grandma Rebecca explained once, ‘but one of God’s people all the same.’ Her first memories were of Gertie, lying beside her at night and weeping. The music of that crying spread over her childhood like a pale blue stream, creeping into her dreams and filling them with sorrow. Then one day she found a picture under Gertie’s pillow: a different family – two stiff girls with the same solemn look, holding a baby boy in their arms. A note on the back read: Gertrude, Esther und Daniel Kraus, Wien 1939.

    Judith’s birth certificate, filled out in Jack’s shaky hand, read: Judit Rebecca Gold. Dora had insisted on the Judit. This was her own mother’s name, an early war death in Budapest still violently mourned. Dora’s youth had been filled with Judits; it never occurred to her how the name might wear outside the clannish walls of Sunderland Judaism, in a sturdy English classroom filled with Charlottes and Victorias. And she would have been horrified to learn of the treacherous h her daughter stealthily added to the end soon after her fifth birthday.

    ‘It sounds funny, Bubby,’ Judith said to Rebecca during the walk back from kindergarten, hanging her pale blonde head. ‘They laugh at me. Why can’t I have another one? Will you ask Mummy for me?’

    ‘Oh mommellah,’ Rebecca said, her freckled hand stroking the white, chubby one. ‘One day when you’re older, you can choose your own name, just like Papa did, and I did too. But when we’re little we have to have the names our parents give us. They’re our baby names, they show that our mamas and papas love us so much and hold us close to their hearts.’

    ‘But why did she choose such a funny name? Your name isn’t funny. Tony doesn’t have a funny name either.’ Anthony, her wealthy teenage cousin, was much envied and talked about in the Gold household.

    ‘Your mama called you after her mama, because she loves you as much as her mama loved her. That’s how we remember the people we love, by keeping them alive in our children. That’s why your papa gave you my name too, so that when I’m gone you can remember me and keep a little piece of me alive.’

    Judith shivered and drew her grandmother’s warm hand next to her cheek. A pet budgie had died in their class the week before. She had watched in tears while the teacher scooped up the tiny bright body, its red legs curled into withered little stalks on the soiled cage floor.

    ‘Don’t die, Bubby,’ she said very seriously. ‘I want you here.’ How would life be without her grandmother’s easy voice, her warm red hair and soft lap to sit on?

    Rebecca was as much a part of her as her name. Rebecca was the shriek of the gulls above Ryhope Road, the air scrubbed and raw as a kitchen sink, the distant moan of the shipyards. She was the grimy churn of the sea at Roker beach, the roar and grind of the docks – the sounds she called the heartbeat of the north. Sometimes, when the great tankers sailed up the Wear and stirred the waters into foamy life, Rebecca would take her down to the banks. And Judith would be lifted, safe in her arms, to hear the cheers of the crowds and wave her pocket handkerchief at the shining vastness of steel.

    Sometimes Judith wondered why their family seemed so thin and small compared to the other Jewish clans at Shul every Saturday. They never felt like a clan even together – even on the family days out at Roker beach. There, Dora would sit motionless on the deckchair behind her sunglasses, while Jack fanned himself with the Sunderland Echo and Shipping Gazette. Gertie stayed under the umbrella, fully clothed, and Judith would sit alone with her bucket and spade – desperate to paddle but afraid of the waves.

    Rebecca explained it like this.

    ‘You come from a family of mensches,’ she said, using the Yiddish word that means a worthy and righteous man. Her fingers traced the gold Star of David always hanging around her neck – a wedding gift. ‘That’s not true for everyone round here, mommellah. Your grandpa and I, God rest him, had three wonderful boys. Each of them did something good with his life. Your Uncle Max is fighting to build our homeland in Israel. Uncle Alex is giving some of all the money he makes to help poor and sick people. And Jacob, your papa, well – he and your mama thought they could not have children, so they took Gertrude in when she was a little girl just like you, saving her from the Camps. And they are keeping me in my old age, too.

    ‘So you see, God sent them you as a reward. And He sent work for each of my other sons – more important than raising big families. Don’t be sad about it. It’s a mitzvah, a blessing for us.’

    Her cousin Tony had a different perspective.

    ‘Dad says that Max is crazy,’ he said, through a mouthful of rum and raisin ice-cream, during a visit up from London. ‘Mad as a fruitbat, living in the desert, growing melons and shooting at the natives. St Max of Zion, we call him. As for my Dad, maybe old Grandma has to tell herself that he’s some Jewish Robin Hood, stealing from the rich to give to the schmucks.’ He grinned and ruffled Judith’s yellow hair. ‘Frankly I think your Pop is the only normal one in the family. So cheer up, bubbellah. You’ll probably be normal as normal too.’

    War children shouldn’t grow up to be normal, Judith remembered thinking. They’re supposed to be heroes. Mensches. That was how the story ended for Dora, the Sunderland version of the great Foundation of Israel and Judit Gold. St Max came back from the fighting after the Yishuv was safe, when the five foreign Arab armies had been routed and half the local Arabs had vanished with them. ‘He told me that at the minute, the very minute she was born, Ben-Gurion was raising the flag.’ Max had presented Dora with a dirty blue patch of fabric embroidered with a six-pointed star, as a birth gift. ‘He wore it when he signed up, and it went with him from Jaffa to Yerushalayem,’ she’d say. ‘Something to remind Judit of all the sacrifices our generation made.’ But Judith had only seen Max’s star once in her lifetime. She’d spied it, a ragged square hidden away in Dora’s make-up case like an old schmatter. ‘Your brother might be dining with the righteous,’ she heard her mother say to Jack in an unguarded moment, ‘but he’s not exactly money in the bank.’

    Judith had touched it lightly, as if it might hurt. It was torn around the edges and it smelt strange, a hot, red smell like dust. It was nothing like the sky-blue flag she’d seen on television; this blue was wounded, grey as the Wear at high tide, and the stains on it were dark as blood.
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    Salim awoke to the sound of an explosion.

    It was a deep, piercing boom that dragged him up from the depths of sleep like a loud knock on the door. He sat up, confused; his room was dark and he could still smell his mother’s perfume.

    Outside the inky sky was fading into dawn. Hassan’s bed was unmade and empty. In the silence he could hear his own breath.

    Then it came again, a giant crash that rocked the walls and sent dust spiralling from the ceiling.

    He leapt up in terror. What’s happening? Where is everyone? Have they left me? He clutched the blanket to himself, as the tears started to come.

    The open bedroom door suddenly looked threatening, a black hole leading out into the unknown. Then another explosion hit. This time instinct drove him to his feet.

    As he raced down the stairs he felt a third boom nearly knock him off his feet. The front door was open and a grey light streamed into the house.

    Then he saw them – his mother, father and Hassan standing outside in the orange garden. They were still in their nightclothes, and Hassan was barefoot. Rafan cried in his mother’s arms, his face red as a bruise over her shoulder.

    Above them the pre-dawn sky was split with white shocks, like lightning strikes. Each blast sent bright needles of light through the leaves of the orange trees. Thick flags of smoke drifted out to sea.

    ‘What’s happening?’ he pleaded, ashes in his mouth. Even Hassan looked terrified, clutching his father’s hand like a baby.

    ‘Mortars,’ Abu Hassan replied, without looking down. A high whistling followed his words, before an explosion made the ground tremble. ‘They want to drive us out with bombs and then kill what’s left.’

    Salim looked at his mother. She stood still as stone, eyes fixed on the sea. Behind their heads, a hint of milky light warned of an imminent sunrise.

    The thuds of the mortars were still a little way distant. They were east and north, up towards Clock Tower Square and the town centre – its hospitals, the Al-Hambra cinema with its red seats, the Mahmoudiya Mosque and the churches of St Peter and St George. But between the crashes, Salim heard other sounds closer to home: shouts and sirens, the excited barking of dogs and the squeal of tyres.

    Suddenly someone was banging on the gate; the whole Al-Ishmaeli family jumped. In her shock, his mother even did the unthinkable – grabbed Abu Hassan’s arm and clung to it. She hissed ‘Get inside’ to Hassan and Salim. Neither could move, rooted to the spot like cats watching a hound.

    ‘Abu Hassan!’ An urgent voice, a man’s voice, spoke through the metal grill. ‘Open up, for God’s sake.’

    Salim recognized the voice at once; his mother did too. ‘It’s Isak Yashuv,’ she told Abu Hassan. ‘Quick, let him in.’

    Gates were rarely locked in Jaffa, even in those days of fear. But that night Abu Hassan had decided to close the rusty bolt for the first time in years; it creaked and juddered as he fumbled to pull it open. His family stayed behind, huddled into an anxious knot.

    Isak Yashuv’s black eyes were wide with haste; his beaten old Austin was behind him, its engine running.
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