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			PART I 
NUR

			 

			 

			I sang in order to feel the wasted horizon in

			the pain of a dove 

			not to explain what God says to man

			I’m no prophet

			I don’t proclaim that my fall is an ascent.

			—from Mural, by Mahmoud Darwish, 

			trans. Rema Hammami and John Berger

		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1


			[VOICE MEMO #12 – MONDAY, APRIL 19, 2021 – DAWN,

			SEVENTH DAY OF RAMADAN – NOTES FOR THE NOVEL]

			 

			For five-plus years now, I’ve been investigating Roman Palestine in the days of Jesus, trying desperately to uncover the true story of Mary Magdalene. Up to this point, I’ve failed miserably, but now—after a lot of frustration and a long break—I’ve decided I really can’t let it go. I can’t let anyone—not Dan Brown or all the Holy Grails clinked to toast The Da Vinci Code—take over her story with their nonsense and steal it from me. So I’m heading back into her world: its religion, its history, and all the secrets surrounding her. I’ll dig up the notes I gathered for my research, which stalled for several reasons. The biggest challenge of them all? The faint, practically nonexistent presence of Magdalene in the historical record—both official and unsanctioned.

			So yes, even though I’m bone-tired, run down, and feeling totally divorced from reality, I’m going to try and write a novel. I’ll give it every ounce of imagination I have, then add more on top of that. In the end, that’s all accepted history is, anyway: imagination, rationalized. 

			How should I write the novel, though? What style will I use?

			And what should the title be? Will I even be able to publish it here, when publishing in this country’s so anemic?

			I’ve been spending a lot of time with novels and literary criticism lately, and it’s made me a stronger writer, but to novelize Magdalene’s life, I need language that’s both subtle and sturdy. I’ve been thinking about using two timelines, too: the historical past and the present, like Elif Shafak in The Forty Rules of Love. The style suits me, and I like the way it flows . . . 

			Then there’s the characters. The main character in the present-day will be a university professor who studies antiquities. Or—no . . . that would be an obvious rip-off of Dan Brown and his novels. So let’s make him a novelist. He wants to write a novel about Mary Magdalene, and he comes up with a story about a mysterious box holding a treasure, or some of her things. I don’t know what kinds of things; I can figure that out later. Then this novelist has a series of adventures. He’ll be from Haifa, Jaffa, or Nazareth—a great-grandson of Palestinians who stood firm on their land during the Nakba in ’48. That way I can have him use his blue Israeli ID to visit all the archaeological sites scattered throughout the country. I’ll throw in a main character who’s a woman, too, to balance out the novelist. Wait—the novelist’s name will be Naseem Shakr . . . It’s a good name for a writer. And the female character is a journalist or historian . . . The novelist will be forty-two; it’s a nice, mature age for a good-looking, unmarried guy . . . And the woman has been his friend since university; they disagreed when it came to getting married, so she got together with someone else but then separated from her husband, and now she’s back with Naseem. Her name is Maram. She’s so beautiful it hurts.

			I’ll have them make love a few times in the novel, to spice things up. But I’ll be careful not to overuse sex . . . The point isn’t obscenity or lust: I’m not trying to write a bodice-ripper, just add a little excitement.

			

			In the other timeline, the one in the past, Mary Magdalene will be the main character, surrounded by disciples and apostles, especially Peter, John, and Levi . . . Oh, and it will take place after Jesus was crucified and first appeared to Mary Magdalene. I’ll add in a fictional disciple for Mary, too, who will play a big role in the story: Simon the Lame, her main follower and a major part of her inner circle. I’ll be sure to respect Christian religious sentiment, and I won’t interrupt the narrative with too much historical, religious, or Gnostic information; I’d hate to alienate my readers, male and female alike, with too many facts. On the other hand, it would be good to get a better sense of what drives the book and think about it more in terms of the main character—what pushes him to embark on this journey? What challenges and obstacles will he face?

			PS: Murad treats my research like a joke. It really bothers me . . . 

			 

			He tapped his phone screen to stop recording the memo and checked the time. An hour and a half left to sleep before his morning appointment.

			 

			* * *

	 
		

	
		
			THE ALLEYS


			 

			The alleyways of the refugee camp surrounded him, enveloped him, closing in tighter and tighter as he reluctantly hurried through them. Alleys were a bad way to start a morning, and today was no exception. Dew covered his aspirations like rust, corroding them as the thirty-something broke into a jog, rushing to get to his bleak morning appointment. 

			Nur Mahdi al-Shahdi sped up. He was a son of the camp. Of all the camps, really, because what difference did it make if it was this one or that one? They were all alike; what was the point of naming them at all? That’s what he told himself in the privacy of his own mind, though not to the people around him. He’d favored silence from early on in a childhood spent in a cement alleyway, one he wasn’t born and raised in, but born from. 

			The way he saw it, he’d come from the alley itself, from a womb hidden inside it that only the ill-fated souls born after the Nakba knew about; it was the first thing they saw as they filled their new lungs to scream. These were souls born well-versed in orphanhood—the bereaved, the injured, the silencer and the silenced, the wanderers and the estranged, all born ready and equipped with all of misery’s armor, whether these particular alleys provided it or not. So what was the use of names? 

			The name of a Palestinian refugee camp meant nothing until a massacre was committed there. That made it one more line item on history’s list of tragedies, a Tel al-Zaatar, Sabra or Shatila, Jenin or Al-Shati. As for his camp, no major massacre had taken place there yet, or not that people talked about. Which was also the difference between a refugee camp and a Jewish ghetto in Europe: the ability to create legend from tragedy and ensure that it would persist in the modern imagination. They’d made it the stuff of legends, engraved it into people’s minds so effectively that it led to their creating this camp and forming the diaspora, gifting Nur and others like him with refugee status. Wasn’t that what Elias Khoury was getting at in Children of the Ghetto? Nur glanced down at the plastic bag he held, which had two books inside it: Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination by Nigel C. Gibson and Khoury’s Children of the Ghetto: My Name Is Adam. He had another thought as he turned out of the last alleyway leading to Jerusalem Street, which stretched off toward the city of Al-Bireh. In seventy years or so, I wonder what the ruins of this camp will say about the lengths we’ll go to rationalize human cruelty. Maybe everything . . . 

			As a scholar of history and archaeology, he wondered a lot about things like this. He had a degree in Islamic antiquities from the Higher Institute of Archaeology at Al-Quds University, and sometimes he wondered, bitterly, if he was really the only person in this entire camp of eight thousand refugees to attend the institute. But what did the camp need with more ruins, anyway? 

			Then there she was at the end of the alley, waiting for him, haloed, watching as he drew closer on that April morning that would flow into a Ramadan day, richer for her presence in it: an old woman, all patience and resilience. He drew closer, catching his breath, and bent to kiss her hand and wish her good morning. Her voice quavered, but her tone was compassionate and hopeful as she returned the greeting. “Good morning, Abu Nura.” 

			Hearing her say his name—his nickname at that—always calmed and comforted him. He needed the warmth she gave off more than he could express. Hajja Fatima al-Musa, whom they also called Umm Adli after her eldest son, was sixty years old and had a face that resisted the effects of both time and the alleyways, remaining as bright and perfect as the full moon. And why not? She was getting ready to visit another son, and her heart was brimming over with emotion. This son had been sentenced to life in prison, charged with planning and carrying out attacks against Occupation soldiers, and for ten years he’d been held in the depths of Zionist detention centers. He was her youngest son, Murad, and Nur’s only friend in the world.

			Nur looked at her for a moment before, together, they crossed the road leading to Al-Bireh, where the International Red Cross was headquartered. In front of it was the bus that would transport the prisoners’ families to see their loved ones. It was a ten-minute walk with Umm Adli holding his arm the entire way, ten minutes for him to remember his own mother and his shared memories with Murad, and to get the blood flowing in her legs before she was tucked into the bus for eight hours—four there, four back. It was a journey she undertook year-round. Murad had described it in his letters. “She makes this trip winter and summer, Nur; she’s never too tired or hopeless to come. All just to see me for forty-five minutes a month (max!) from behind a glass barrier that muffles all feeling. If you don’t count the times the Occupation shuts things down for ‘security reasons’ on national or religious holidays, I only get to see my mother for 450 minutes a year. If I’m lucky. There are some holidays, friend, that we celebrate—or pretend to—and then there are others that are celebrated at our expense, on our time. That’s what the Occupation’s plotting, slowly but surely: the death of time. On holidays, the soldiers lock us in a temporality outside their own until they finish their prayers and rituals, then release us for a little while into a time, into a dimension, that has nothing to do with the outer world. It’s another temporality altogether, and it’s jarring.”

			Nur inspected Umm Adli carefully, asking after her health and if she’d had a nice meal for suhoor before the day’s fast began. Thinking of the coronavirus pandemic, he also asked if her surgical mask was new and if she had a good alcohol-based hand sanitizer with her. She responded yes to both questions, leaning on his shoulder and praising God for getting her the vaccine so she could visit Murad.

			Soon, Hajja Umm Adli would board the bus alone and head off to visit her son, but for the rest of those ten minutes, the length of their walk, Nur wasn’t afraid of the onslaught of memory.

			It besieged him, penetrated him, danced a tango with him, two steps back, one to the side, over and over. And he goaded it with his usual silence, that mad silence he’d cultivated from an early age in the folds of a miserable family that had mastered it.

			His thoughts wrested him from those morning moments to a Ramadan evening in mid-August 2011. He and Murad had been wandering through the winding alleyways of the camp’s souq, idling away the few moments left before the evening call to prayer and then iftar. Murad had invited Nur to a fancy Ramadan banquet, its table groaning beneath the weight of his favorite dish, waraq enab, its broad grape leaves stuffed with rice and lamb. They made their way to Umm Adli’s house, throats parched in August’s scorching heat, as the streets gradually emptied out, everyone heading home to break the fast. The invitation had been a special one to celebrate Nur finally enrolling in college, after more than two years of working himself to the bone to save up.

			“Can’t you find something to major in besides history and archaeology?” Murad asked, a little derisively. 

			Nur chose to ignore his tone. “Nothing else speaks to me.”

			

			Murad was well aware that this discussion with Nur wouldn’t go far. Given Nur’s short breaths and clipped answers, it was clearly destined to end in dignified silence.

			Murad, like his friend, dreamed of enrolling in college, but he wanted to become a skilled lawyer, one with good judgment and a moral compass. His silver tongue would be an asset in the field, especially when coupled with his bold manner and ability to let fly the perfect barb in the most trying circumstances. As for Nur, his love of history and archaeology was kindled when a Palestinian labor contractor from occupied Jerusalem got him a two-week job at a site west of the city, where an American university was excavating. His assignment had been to transport and sift soil.

			That’s when he was touched by a passion for the earth, when he came across the mysteries it contained: pieces of pottery, seals, figurines, and coins, all buried in the soil for thousands of years. The earth touched him with its revelations, the earth that only babbled its secrets to those who caressed it with expert fingers, gently, patiently, stubbornly tickling it till it trembled and cried out. 

			Before they dove into the last alleyway leading to his house, Murad asked again, this time with eyebrows raised: “And of course, your father’s happy with your decision, right? To pick those majors?”

			Nur turned to him more sharply this time—Murad’s question stinging him out of his silence—but he responded calmly, his posture relaxing: “I don’t know if he’d be happy if I told him.”

			Murad whistled in astonishment mixed with disdain: “You still haven’t told him?”

			But before Nur could answer, the disaster occurred. It had been planned to a T by a special unit of the Zionist Occupation army, some of its members disguising themselves as women, and it happened at lightning speed. Rough hands snatched Murad from his conversation with Nur, from the alleyways of the camp, from his home, his youth, his memories, and his mother’s table embellished with grape leaves. In the blink of an eye, they took him. He disappeared out from under Nur’s nose as he stood startled and silent, gasping for air. What had happened didn’t sink in until, cowering in a narrow cement alleyway, he heard the boom of stun grenades and the whizzing of bullets that masked his lifelong friend’s kidnapping, then the wailing of Umm Adli, who, moments before, had been balancing plates of delicious food. 

			Since that disastrous night, Nur had stopped fasting during Ramadan, devoting himself instead to silence, and Umm Adli had stopped preparing grape leaves in her kitchen. Umm Adli, who now interrupted the dance of his memory by asking the question she never tired of, “When will they let Murad out, so I can throw you a double wedding?” 

			“Soon, Khalti . . . soon,” he answered, feigning hope and optimism.

			Then, as usual, she began to pray fervently for the soul of Nur’s mother, Noura Karadneh, who bled out after giving birth to him at no more than twenty years old. In a cruel twist of fate, neither her young age nor the fact that he was her first child could save her. Hajja Umm Adli sang of Noura’s beauty, the blueness of her eyes and blondeness of her hair, her pale skin and grace, her beauty marks and freckles . . . “Your mother was the sun and moon of Al-Lydd, the most beautiful girl in the neighborhood.” He hadn’t inherited her memories but did inherit her paleness and the blue of her eyes, as well as long, curly hair that shifted in colour from brown to sandy blonde. From his father, he’d gotten a thick beard shot through with red and a tall, slender frame. 

			It was this appearance, coupled with his charm, that gave him, or perhaps cursed him with, multiple nicknames that echoed in the camp’s alleyways. Abu Nura, Ajnabi or “foreigner,” American, and Saknaji, which they used for fair-haired Jews. He held tightly to the bag in his hand, banishing the echoes of that last epithet from his mind. In one of the books inside the bag was a letter Nur was smuggling to Murad, tiny words written between the lines of text in light pencil, so the warden wouldn’t see them during his inspection of incoming books. Murad had taught him to write letters this way when he started using the book swap during the monthly visits to exchange secret messages. Murad had made good use of his suffering in detention, as well, transforming his time there into a path toward knowledge and erudition that would lead him to freedom, at least on the inside.

			In one of his letters to Nur, he wrote, “‘Prison is density.’ That’s what Mahmoud Darwish said into the emptiness of his first cell as he sat there longing for his mother’s coffee and bread . . . But I didn’t really get it until I grew a backbone in detention.”

			That density eventually led him to sign up for the bachelor’s degree program for prisoners of the Zionist Occupation, and later graduate with a degree in political science. Several years later, he followed it with a master’s degree in Israeli studies from Al-Quds University’s graduate school.

			Murad faced the metal bars of detention with an iron will, and he beat back the bitterness of exile with the hope flowing from his pen, which he used to combat deprivation and the acute, systematic uprooting of humanity from its time and place. Murad was possessed by this density to the point that he’d reproached Nur in his last letter for being so preoccupied with Mary Magdalene that he was neglecting to engage with contemporary issues that needed research. Murad judged things from his own perspective—and why not? He was doing his own research about the colonial structure of the Zionist regime. He wanted his friend to join him in confronting the narrative and intellectual limitations of the Occupation. Little did he realize that he was the one who’d first ignited this passion for Mary Magdalene in Nur’s chest when, several years prior, he’d asked him for Dan Brown’s Da Vinci Code and The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail by Michael Baigent. Nur had a tendency to read most of the books Murad asked him for, including books and studies on the Zionist entity, and Murad knew he’d watched the Da Vinci Code film starring Tom Hanks, but the text had fired him up even more, setting him on the trail of the real Magdalene. After all, wasn’t he a researcher, with history and archaeology coursing through his veins? Hadn’t his thesis been a careful study of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, which took place in the Roman era, a century after Christ’s crucifixion?

			He was thrilled by the imagination’s mighty ability to topple history from its pedestal of truth and rationality. Was Dan Brown imagining history or was he cheating it? What had he done to Mary Magdalene? What had he done to Nur that pushed him to research Magdalene for five years? And why would a foreign writer uproot Mary Magdalene from her historical Palestinian context to throw her into the abyss of the West? Why?

			The bus appeared in the distance, white against the quiet morning, waiting for them. The streets of Ramallah and Al-Bireh were empty except for the families of prisoners who’d shaken off the long, wakeful Ramadan night, their drowsiness and fatigue, to head, with all their self-sacrifice and longing, to the Occupation prisons where they would visit their sons and daughters. There were only those families and Umm Adli’s heavy breathing, and just five minutes left until they reached the bus. He turned to her, looked at her carefully, looked at her face, always as bright as the full moon before and during her visit with Murad. When she returned, burdened with grief and loss, it would be as though the moon had been eclipsed.

			He looked away from her to ease the tightness in his chest, recalling the letter he’d written to Murad the night before:

			 

			Do you really have a problem with my work on Magdalene, Murad? Are you saying I prefer being lost in vague historical labyrinths to facing the facts of everyday life? That I’m an escapist?

			You can be so harsh sometimes!

			You’re the one who told me, in your last letter, that colonialism was in the details; it’s an obsession with control and all the little things that, put together, form a comprehensive, integrated structure. Details of history, culture, psychology, and knowledge. That’s why we have to fight it with the same details.

			Isn’t the story of Mary Magdalene one of those?

			Isn’t the Orientalism you’re trying to pin on me the same thing that destroyed Magdalene’s voice in our country, making her recite, supplicate, and pray in Latin, Greek, and Old French?

			And isn’t it my right to try and restore it with my research, however trivial I, and my place in society, might be?

			At any rate, my friend, let me tell you, with the heaviest of hearts, that I’ve failed. But I’m pleased to announce that I’ve decided to turn the research into a novel. I’ll send more details soon, but I’m planning to take some of your criticism to heart, which means that part of the novel will be set in the present—at least if you promise to stop accusing me of escapism. The truth is, I’m completely entangled in our reality. I work within it on a daily basis . . . In Jerusalem, Murad, I drink in lies and myths that have been manipulated to the core; I drink them in, then spit them back out with everything I’ve got. Since our Nakba, at least, we’ve been the victims of a massive assault—and I want to face it head on . . . ”

			 

			The bus was monstrous and white, and it was as though he were seeing it for the first time. He helped Umm Adli climb aboard and seated her beside the window, where she could see the ruins of Al-Lydd as the bus made its way to the desert prison of Nafha in the southern Negev. Then he kissed her forehead and sent his warm greetings to Murad, promising to wait for her at the bus stop when she got back that evening. That way, he could check in on her and receive his own share of news and secret messages from his friend.

			He began the walk back to the camp. To the alleyways. To the miserable house, in a morning that refused to pass, stubbornly lingering instead, a stage for the memory that was now running riot over it. A time when he was the only one to decide whether the way back would take ten minutes of his meaningless day or more. 

			The way back to the camp was still desolate. He was the sort of refugee who didn’t truly feel the camp until he left it and was immediately labeled as just that: a refugee, no more, no less. Down in the winding alleys, that’s not what he was, or at least there was no one there to remind him of it because everyone in the camp was similar, with the same names. In this big concrete city of Ramallah/Al-Bireh, though (or Al-Bireh/Ramallah), he was a refugee, even if neither his face nor his frame gave him away. His Otherness in this city and its artificial, disordered, occupied squares and streets was enough. 

			There was only Jerusalem. When he breathed in her air, the Otherness would begin to dissolve, little by little, until he could soar in her space. It was a love affair, the thing that brought him together with the city; he would glorify her names in poems, songs, and prayers. She was the only one who had compassion for him, hiding him in her folds and ancient houses in his darkest moments. Ramallah wasn’t like that; his relationship with that city was one of words, explosions, and vomit, all of which felt interchangeable.

			He made his way down the sidewalk in the shade of the residential and commercial buildings that had been haphazardly planned and built along the street. The piles of rock and iron and cement suffocated him. He turned to his left, where the massive City Inn stood, stopped walking for a few moments to contemplate its façade, and then smiled sadly; he used to work there, in the hotel’s lobbies, corridors, guest rooms, and restaurant, doing night shifts in college, before he graduated and started work as a tour guide at a Jerusalem travel agency. 

			To cover his university fees and living expenses, he would study one semester and skip the next. This made it possible for him to get a bachelor’s degree in around seven years, twice the usual time. The skipped semesters he spent toiling at construction sites and cleaning houses and office buildings in the depths of the Zionist entity. The work provided him with what he needed to pay his eye-watering university fees and contribute to the finances of his small, bereft family. When he was enrolled at university and his savings ran out, he would resort to working as a waiter at the City Inn. There, according to the HR director’s words of encouragement one shift, he was basically the ideal employee: “A good-looking college kid who speaks fluent English . . . polite and quiet . . . you’re the perfect waiter at the perfect hotel!”

			At that hotel, Nur had witnessed events, lives, and destinies file fleetingly past him. Deed and happenstance, love and desire.

			Nur Mahdi al-Shahdi was no prude, but casual sex and illicit sexuality frightened him. He ran from them and repelled all offers, instead venting the lava of his lust through his secret habit (as they say), making love to the entire hotel in the most explicit fantasies.

			His bumpy road at uni was no different from his work at the hotel; life as a student wasn’t adorned with any love story, consummated or no. In short, he was irreparably damaged, a wreck on the inside, saturated with chastity, fear, and maybe stupidity. At least that’s how his colleagues at the hotel described him: a dumbass . . . Imagine! A good-looking kid like you, saying no to comfort and pleasure. What an idiot!

			An idiot who isolated himself with silence and hard work, a waiter par excellence, guaranteed a modest salary boosted by tips that allowed him to maintain his style and his extravagant spending habits when it came to clothing, shoes, and colognes. If he was an idiot, this was where the screw was loose. He may have been a poor, miserable refugee, but he took pride in possessing a certain desirable elegance. That elevated sense of style went all too well with his self-destruction and silence, and his retreat into his shell. Was Murad right, then, when he accused him of being an escapist? Maybe it was true: he had neither the strength nor the courage to face reality in all its gritty detail. 

			As he walked, an idea for the novel on Mary Magdalene began to take shape in his mind; he would record it using the voice memo app on his phone as soon as he got home. All at once, he was propelled forward, as if a fierce wind had suddenly filled his sails, rushing him toward the entrance of the camp, to the right of which was parked a metal cart carrying a large box with a glass display window set into it, secured with an old lock and an iron chain. It was a sad-looking cart that he was tempted to smash, iron or no iron—his father’s cart, which he, in turn, had inherited from his father, Rashid al-Shahdi, who’d owned a café in the vegetable souq in Al-Lydd pre-Nakba. Al-Lydd, which Nur had never entered as a returnee but, instead, as a laborer in its workshops and souqs, where he’d never come upon the slightest whiff of where his grandfather’s café had been. His grandfather, meanwhile, had become a lonely man, doomed by this cart that Nur was now tearing to pieces with his eyes.

			As a child, he’d stood right there behind the cart next to his father, helping him distribute hot drinks and juices to customers: laborers, passersby, and shopkeepers in the camp’s souq.

			No sooner had his father, Mahdi, been released from the Occupation prisons in the late winter of ’95 than the scales of his mind went askew, growing heavier, or possibly lighter. They asked him, “What will you do now that the Intifada has faded, peace has been made, and we’ve got a Palestinian ‘Authority’?” Nobody knows what came over him, but he responded hoarsely, answering his mother, Sumayyah; the camp and the alleyways; his little boy; and the graves of his father and his wife Noura: “Ahwa wa shai.” 

			Then Sumayyah, fondly called Umm Mahdi, exploded at her only son, slipped off her shoe, and slapped her face with it: “Have you completely lost your mind, Mahdi? Are you giving up on the struggle after everything you went through in prison? After how proud your father—God have mercy on him—was of you? You’re going to give it all up to start a tea and coffee stand‽”

			“Coffee and tea, Immi . . . Coffee and tea and sahlab.”

			As for Nur, he didn’t recognize this new father who’d come from the darkness of detention five years after he’d been born and then orphaned by the tragedy of his mother, Noura. He didn’t hate his father, but he did hate coffee and tea. Without knowing it, he’d inherited his father’s silence, disillusionment, and inscrutable ways. 

			

			He approached the cart now and examined it, then ran his hand along it. Chained and rusty, it resembled his father as it sat there, locked tightly and fettered on this Ramadan morning. Fettered like his father, who was at that moment fast asleep inside his house, tucked away deep within the camp, and who would open the cart after iftar to prepare coffee and tea, then remain open until suhoor time without getting tired or desperate or uttering a single word more or less than was necessary. He would respond to customers in a mumble, a lit cigarette perpetually dangling from lips set into the thick gray beard of a man a little over fifty.

			It didn’t make much difference to Nur whether his father was standing behind the cart now or not; the mumble was the same, the silence the same. The only thing that ever differed was the intensity of his looks and their disappointment-laced sorrow.

			Nur sighed, then plunged into the alleys.

			 

			* * *

			 

			He slipped inside the house surrounded by a thousand alleyways and enveloped in a darkness in keeping with its quiet and melancholy air.
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