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For the people of Palestine –

past, present and future.





‘Start your story secondly and the world will be turned upside down.’

— Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah






A note on transliteration

There is no single scheme used for the transliteration of Arabic or modern Hebrew. There are several systems in use in academia which combine capital letters, numbers and apostrophes to represent sounds we don’t have in English. But these don’t really help readers who are unfamiliar with Arabic, modern Hebrew or their diacritical marks. For modern Hebrew, I am reliant on Hebrew-speaking friends and the internet as I don’t speak the language. For Arabic, I have used my own system to transliterate, trying to simplify words as much as possible. I decided not to use apostrophes or capital letters for sounds we don’t have in English, instead using only the English alphabet to approximate the sounds unfamiliar to non-Arabic speakers.

For the most part, the Arabic transliterated here is spoken, familiar Arabic and I am grateful to my Palestinian friends (Manal, Muna and Nadira) who have let me check my memory against their knowledge. The hardest transliteration was that of صبار and صبر. The former is the formal Arabic for the prickly-pear cactus plant and is pronounced in formal Arabic as ‘sabbaar’ (with a hard ‘s’ and stress on the ‘b’ and a long ‘a’ sound). In colloquial Arabic, the cactus plant is ‘sabir’ (hard ‘s’, but unstressed ‘b’ and short ‘a’ and ‘i’ sounds). In colloquial Arabic, ‘sabir’ also means patience. There are, of course, also regional variations. Those familiar with these words will know that the plant itself has come to represent the patience of the Palestinian people. To differentiate for my readers between the two and still be broadly consistent with the way in which these words are used in pieces about Palestine, I have transliterated the cactus plant as ‘sabir’ and patience as ‘sabr’. I hope that native speakers of Arabic will forgive the over simplification of our beautiful language.




sifr

nothing and something

Sifr. Zero.

The nothing that exists before something begins.

A hula hoop to skip through.

A wooden ring, hanging in a window, just so, to catch the setting sun.

A noose around a neck.

When it happened, when something turned to nothing, I was reaching out for her, calling to her.

I had managed.

Almost.

Before the bullet that marked me as collateral damage.

They splintered truth then, with the June day, cobalt blue sliced by shrapnel into ribbons of dull, metallic grey. My hollow zero was painted in, morphing to a solid, black circle: round, like the bullet that met me.

A fragment in the scale of things, you might say, just something to start the counting, a number among numbers that made the statistics of that day. But it was also an overwhelming fragment. A crack in the sky. Painful and searing, clinging to the edges of my being, holding me in stasis, refusing to let me rest, until I knew.

And so that day became a day among Six, making the name of a war tethered to a year, a specific year, 1967. And that name and that year yoke themselves to the limbo following 1948 and 1956. They shuffle along, to be marked in history books, punctuated by various murmurs that make themselves to some lists – people would like to think this is a story of many perspectives, you see – a train of years: 1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, 1982, 1987, 1993, all the way through to the first year of the new millennium.

And all that time, I wait.




echad

rough edges

Dinah definitely wasn’t convinced. No, she wasn’t sure at all why her mum and Lavi had brought her here. Why they had made her leave behind her best friends, her main support system through everything that had happened over the last six and a half years. To come here? Half the people didn’t even speak English. Okay, fine, they spoke English, but not proper English. Rough at the edges, like it had never been whole in the first place. Her mum had said she was exaggerating, they weren’t all like that, and besides, the point was that she would finally knuckle down and properly master Hebrew. But Dinah wasn’t holding her breath – for learning a new language, for settling in here, for any of it. If they’d moved to Tel Aviv at least that would have been kind of fun. Her friends from London who’d visited had told her that much. It even had a proper beach. She could have swum and tanned every day after school! But here? Sure, the house was big and new. But really, what was there to do here?

Dinah slumped onto the floor, kneeling until her knees started to hurt from being pressed against the pristine tiles. She flipped her legs round and lay down, sliding her arms out as if she was making a snow angel on the Heath, back at home in London. Her skin contracted in response to the cold floor. She closed her eyes and tried to erase the memory of Lavi introducing the room as hers when they’d arrived last week, the self-satisfied flourish as he flung the door wide, moving over to the window, throwing it open, pointing out that if it became too hot, she could use the air conditioning instead. His words felt glossy and sticky, as if this would be enough to make up for how his presence had altered her life all too quickly. She had a new bedroom, all to herself, no more sharing with her younger brother. A bedroom that wore the white shock of its own newness with audacious pride. Its bright paint closed in on Dinah as soon as she walked in, drowning out the June day filtering through the window. Lavi had stepped back while Ruth hovered behind him, a faint smile on her face.

The plastic wings of the ceiling fan lay still as Dinah stood in her denim cut offs and green T-shirt, a clutch of silver bangles on one wrist, hair pulled up into a messy knot, her feet bare, the purple polish on her nails chipped: a block of colour in the spotlight of the barren room.

‘There’ll be furniture too, of course.’ Ruth so desperately wanted Dinah to like it, to understand why they had moved here. ‘Not just the stuff we’ve shipped over. The state funds that, too. We’ll head into the city for it, just as soon as we’ve got our bearings.’

Dinah felt the need in her mum’s voice, knew the way Ruth wanted her to answer, but all she could do was nod, breathless, keeping her lips tight against the lump in her throat.

And so she lay on the tiled floor, spotlights glaring from each corner of the room, the stirring of the fan the only noise around her. She stared through the whiteness of the space into the fractured years that had brought her here.

After her dad had died, when she was only eleven, her mum had appeared to be holding it together and Dinah had started to imagine the three of them – she, her mum and Benj – as a sturdy triangle with one of them at each point. Whichever way their triangle was placed, there would always be two of them at the bottom, quietly supporting whoever was finding it hardest that day. There was no discussion, no hurling around of emotions. It was shape shifting. None of them had ever referred directly to what happened to him. When he’d died Dinah’s friends had said they were sorry and then – nothing. Teachers had looked at her sympathetically and hadn’t fussed too much if she missed the odd homework. No one had any words, it seemed.

No one had said: this is grief.

So she packed it all away, buried it for years deep inside the protective carapace she constructed for herself, and thought that meant she had worked out how to live in this new shape. When, just months after his funeral, they had to leave the house she had grown up in, downsizing to a flat her mum could afford to run on her own, the six-year age gap between Dinah and Benj seemed to expand. She glanced at her mum and declared brightly that the flat was not cramped but cosy, reminding Benj that he had always wanted bunk beds: which would he rather – top or bottom? She busied herself making the space around her bed her own, sticking postcards to the wall next to the bunk, finding her dad’s hammer and jar of nails and tapping them in gently as he had taught her, so that she could hang her favourite necklaces next to the framed photo of him, before he became ill, when he had still been a part of them. She clamped a reading light to the rails at the back of the bed, directing it at the photo, so that he existed in its circle of light. She left it on at night and watched him with wide eyes while she waited for sleep to come, her mouth moving in silent whispers, like they had promised in the last days before he died.

Will you still talk to me?

Talk to you?

Yes, even when I’m gone. I still talk to my dad, you know.

Yes, Dad. I’ll still talk to you, if you’ll listen.

I’ll be listening.

Her dad looked shrunken lying on the hospice bed under a crocheted blanket in those bleached early weeks of January. His lips were dry and cracked. Your body has let you down, Dinah thought. Your body has crumbled. But it can’t take your words and your ideas and everything that makes you my dad.

I’ll still talk to you, Dad.

The drooping heads of early snowdrops edged the path from the hospice the morning they carried his body away.

For several years, at night and with Benj long asleep in the top bunk, Dinah would find her mum sitting at the kitchen table, staring into the black space over the sink. Dinah would thread her arms round Ruth’s waist, pushing her head under the slack rope of her mum’s soft arms and onto her lap, staying there as her toes blanched, the skin greying and shrivelling while the floor grew cold around her, aching for her mum’s fingers to tease their way through her curls.

Then Lavi entered stage left and swept Ruth off her feet, showering her with promises of a better future for all of them.

Once he was on the scene, Dinah stopped going into the kitchen at night. Instead, she stood on the thin carpet outside her bedroom, staring at the closed door that hid Ruth and Lavi. She watched the glare of the kitchen’s electric light seep underneath, as if watching would bring their words closer. She heard a new, excited flutter in her mum’s laugh, meeting the round tones of assurance from Lavi. She strained her ears and held her breath, trying to catch the words that would explain the lightness she saw in her mum by day. Their voices danced a private dance and Dinah’s chest tightened, clenching with anger towards her dad for dying and fury towards her mum for not caring anymore. Snatches of Ruth and Lavi’s new intimacy found their way across the hall, words that had always been associated with other people jostled with their names – Dinah, Benj, and Ruth – and their triangle was yoked to Lavi’s name.

After a few months, she crept close one night and heard other words, new words: plan, homeland and move, job security, subsidies and rental support. She pressed her ear against the door.

‘They’ve made the desert bloom, Ruth, and it’s waiting for us.’




etneen

my first

It felt like a shattering, a splintering, as though fragments of me had been hurled through time and space and I had ruptured. I thought, when I turned to look, that I wouldn’t be able to find myself, that I would literally be in pieces and would see my dismembered body: a limb cast to one side, an arm catapulted in another direction, parts of me flung across the ground.

It was a shock, therefore, to see that the physical shell that had carried me for fourteen years was intact. Face down in the dust, a scarlet pool welled in my hair, its tributary threading the back of my neck before taking a left turn and trickling towards the ground.

Precision aim.

I would like to say that I am starting at the beginning, but even that refuses to be straightforward: who chooses the beginning? I could say that the first thing was that I died. I could say it was actually not that I died, but that I refused to die completely. Others would argue that the first was when they raided our village and razed it to the ground. But, of course, even that wasn’t first: there’s always something that comes before.

So, I will just say that this is my story and this was my first.

The worst thing about that moment? Worse than seeing my hair matted and congealed with blood? Worse than the realisation that I was somehow no longer the me I had known? The worst thing was that my little sister Nur wasn’t with me, wasn’t with us. Mama, Baba, Sitti, Ali: four more lives lost in the commotion of those six days. Somehow, Nur survived. Ever since the day that I was shooed out of the house by the women of the village as they bustled in, boiling pots of water and finding clean cloths, I had been with Nur. The windows of the house stood wide open and from my spot under the olive trees, I had heard Mama shrieking and then her joyful cries: Masha Allah, al bint hilweh! My heart thudded as I waited to be called to meet my sister.

And four years after she was born, explosions ripped the sky open and the wandering souls left in their wake were pulled through to janneh, the paradise of the hereafter. The now-dead of my family passed through, but I turned, looking desperately for Nur. I craned my neck for a view through the hazy blur of spirits, willing myself to see her chubby legs, the particular tilt of her head when she looked at me. When I couldn’t see her among the spirits of the dead, I became frantic, torn between my need to find Nur and my responsibility to the carcass that had been me, Safa. I didn’t want to leave her there, my body-girl stained with blood. I reached out to her, touching her head and bringing her face out of the earth to turn it towards me, as if somehow I might be able to speak to her.

But her eyes bored through me: glassy and cold.

None of me remained there and I left the body-girl on the ground.

I became frantic in my search for Nur, darting between flattened houses, upturned trees, ashen faces. I dodged explosions that could no longer hit me, keeping pace with black boots hungry for life to kick into the chasm of the ripped-up sky, with bulldozers churning up the ground. I saw things that I hoped never to see again, unimaginable sights that scorched me to my core. Somehow, I realised that this airy nothingness, this me without the body-girl, was a peculiar, but very real existence, and I understood that this was what was meant by the barzakh and that I alone was in the Never-Time of this In-Between.

And Nur was not with me.

I didn’t give up; of course I didn’t. I was sure that I would find her, convinced that I was trapped in this Never-Time because I was meant to be with her. I searched the faces of the children playing in the dust outside the canvas tents hastily erected when days turned into weeks and journeyed into months and the dry heat of June morphed to air standing stiff and cold.

The tents ripped in the winter winds.

I saw children with grubby knees, dust-streaked cheeks, grime under their nails. I saw mamas pour a bowl of water to wash them before they said their prayers.

It was my fault. I hadn’t made sure Nur was clean the night before they turned our village into a not-village. When they came for us, her fingernails were still grubby, as they often were in the summer: she was always happiest when she could feel the earth beneath her feet and in her hands. All these years later, thirty-three and counting, it still plagues me. I wind and unwind that afternoon, like time is a ball of string that has rolled away from me into a snarl of loops, believing that, by thinking it through, I will be able to untangle the string and re-roll it, neatly this time.

We had heard the talk on the radio but still we didn’t believe that war was coming or that it would be so fast. If we had listened more carefully to understand better, maybe things would have been different. Normally, I would have pulled the wooden block to the sink, directing Nur to stand on it while I used the brush to scrub under her nails, murmuring, naiman, you have been cleansed, at the end of our ritual. But I had been so tired after helping Mama with the cooking and the washing of the dishes and the folding of the clothes and the sweeping of the floors that all I had wanted to do was sleep; so, when night fell, I laid out the prayer mats and wiped my sister’s hands hastily with a cloth before we knelt for salaat al maghrib.

When we finished praying, I pulled Nur to me: Taali habibti, come, my love, let’s sleep now. We’ll clean your nails tomorrow.

Nur’s fingernails had been grubby when we prayed and they were grubby when we slept. I had rushed tiwdai, believing in a tomorrow that no longer existed. I was wrong.

Was it for my naïve belief in the world that I was punished? Trapped in the unseen between the living and the hereafter, separated from Nur and restless in the continuous present that is a Never-Time and an All-Time.

Here, in my In-Between, time merges: existing, co-existing, ever-present; a re-memory-ing of vivid waking dreams that take me straight into the beating heart of a moment.

I am gathering parsley and mint from the garden to chop finely for a salad. Nur, as usual, follows me outside. She heads straight to the edge of our land to crouch in the dirt, bottom resting on bare heels, sheltered from the sun’s glare in a patch of shade cast by the sabir cactus plants that border our land. When I go over to her, the dust under the plants has been rearranged, pushed into troughs and peaks with stones and pebbles lined up neatly in rows around them. Ants circle scattered crumbs of bread and Nur is rocking on her haunches, watching them move the flakes with absolute concentration on their task.

I balance my herb basket on one arm and lean down for her with the other, hauling my sister to my hip and brushing down her feet.

We know you love to be outside, Nur habibti, but you should wear your shoes.

I tickle her feet as I flick the dust from them and Nur laughs and wriggles. The wriggling raises more dust and makes her cough and I stand her on the ground and pat her back.

Taali, ya Nur, come, let’s find you water.

The coughing does not pass easily; perhaps this is not the provocation of the dust, but another infection. I turn her towards me, rubbing her back and feeling her forehead until the fit has finished its sport. I remind myself to ask Baba to listen to her chest when he is home later. As we pass under the gnarled grape vine growing into a canopy over the stone slabs at the back of our house, Nur reaches up, straining for the fruit. She knows that the grapes are ripening now and she loves to hold them in her fist and snack on them. I put Nur down and pull blunt vine scissors from the pocket of my apron to cut a clutch for her and lay several more in my basket. Her little face is sticky with sweat; hair clings to her forehead and tumbles into her eyes. She pushes it away with one clammy palm and sets to work devouring grapes from the bunch and reaching out to me for more. The right side of her mouth pulls up into a smile so that a dimple appears on her cheek and grape juice clings to the edges of her lips.

I wiped Nur down hastily before we ate the family meal, scooping chicken cooked with mlokheyeh, the green leaves fresh at this time of year, in flat rounds of bread, gathering the tabbouleh salad of fresh herbs, tomatoes and cucumbers in spoons fashioned from lettuce leaves. Why had I not insisted that Nur scrub her hands? Why had I not insisted that my sister prayed and went to bed clean? Would that have changed the way it happened?

Allah is merciful.

I tried to remember this and I prayed again for his forgiveness while the sabir cactus plants forced their way up from the rubble in the spaces where Nur used to play.

They brought breeze-blocks and diggers, cement and corrugated iron.

The children fashioned play areas in the dust as makeshift dwellings replaced the tents I had been searching. I heard the villagers trying to assure themselves that this was only temporary. I counted the months since it had happened and imagined how she would have changed. I tried to keep her face before me: I needed to remember her how she was but also to think about how she would be now.

Rain fell like marbles on the corrugated-iron roofs.

Still I didn’t find my sister.

Allah is merciful.

As I searched in and out of months and through the years, I counselled patience to myself. At each slipping of the sun, I reckoned another shift in Nur’s appearance and I felt the difficulty of finding her: the faintest traces of the child would be lost in the grace and form of the woman Nur would by now have become. As they built bright fresh roads for their use, separated one from another with roadblocks, partitioned the land, segmenting it and separating village from town, camp from city – as they created these blockades in Nur’s world, it became harder for me also to navigate the space between us.

I had bided my time all these years, reassured that at least the path back lay open: the sabir cactus plants made sure of that. I knew that a moment would present itself. I had been waiting all these years and I would continue to wait.

All I needed was someone to help me.




shalosh

a mineral attachmentfn1

No matter how hard she tried to understand her mum’s excitement, the sterile cleanliness of this new house and its surroundings rankled Dinah. At the end of their first week there in mid-June, she searched desperately for the comforting confusion of London’s colour and noise that had buffered her for the past seventeen years. She craved the slam of the neighbour’s front door, the screeching of gates in the winter wind, the beat of music through shared walls at night. This house stood alone, angular and detached, as if this were the pinnacle of existence: owning their own borders. Never again would the sound of someone else’s existence disturb their sleep.

Here, there were private walls on private houses. Yet, ironically, each house’s individuality was eroded, replicating as it did its neighbour with such precision. These were toy-town houses with bright white walls outside and in, still pools, sharp red roofs colliding with the impossible blue of the sky. To Dinah they looked like scenes from films or sitcoms: manufactured roads leading to identikit neighbourhoods, their configurations specific and pre-determined. Coming from London, from a city so steeped in history and culture that any road she walked would lead her to a different story, Dinah struggled to find the soul of this place; at every turn she searched for a hook into the heart of the community, and at every turn she was met with the same brute angularity; the same pattern of house, garden, fence; the same hard tarmac on the ground. Everything she had always needed in life was suddenly crushed by precision lines.

Dinah was alone in the new house now, had come down from the bedroom that, after six years of sharing with Benj, she had to share with no one and was surveying the wide, open-plan kitchen and living area: two sets of framed sliding doors made up most of the back wall, opening out onto the patio that ran the width of the house. A tidy fence separated their house from the one standing, as yet unfilled, next to them.

This was ridiculous. She couldn’t spend her every hour comparing this house to the home – the city – that she had loved. Of course, she couldn’t expect to relocate to a completely different country and find a house that felt like home: that wasn’t the point. But even when they had had to move from their house to a flat after her dad died, she’d found traces of its beating heart, dents and markers of lives that had existed there before them, traces she could toy with, turning them over like she might stroke a scrap of ribbon and think of it suggesting a favourite dress, a present being unwrapped, a ponytail swinging in the wind. This house felt clinical and devoid of anything to which Dinah could relate: a dazzling cuboid welded onto the surface.

A paper bag of apples and a plastic bag with rounds of pitta bread lay on the island in the centre of the room. Everything else still had to be bought: bar stools, a dining table, chairs, a sofa for the sitting area. Dinah picked up an apple, rolling it against her T-shirt while absent-mindedly tearing a strip from one of the rounds of bread. She bit into the apple, its juices trickling to the corner of her mouth as she slid open the patio doors. Midday sun assailed her and she lifted a hand to shield her eyes; the hot tiles seared the soles of her feet and she dashed for the grass. The air was thick with silence. She strained her neck, pushing up onto her toes to try to see over the brown plastic fencing, but could only glimpse flashes of bright green grass, the edge of heavy white paving slabs like the ones surrounding their pool, whose cover was off so that the sun glanced from the water. Colour here was rigidly blocked and defined, Dinah thought: precision blue, cultivated green, manufactured white. The houses on either side of hers were still, their shutters pulled down against the day. To her left, the fronds of a palm tree jutted out over the top of the fence. The only sound was her teeth crunching into the apple, the only movement the grinding of her jaw.

Dinah ate the fruit down to its core, then bit the core from the calyx upwards, pips and all, until only the stem remained. She chewed it a little before tossing it into the grass, saw the grey silhouette of a plane cast its shadow before she heard its groan graze the sky above her.

This breaking of the silence unsettled her, so that she wanted the others to be back, wanted to hear Benj tell her what he’d chosen for his room, what TV they had bought for the house, wanted to hear her mum’s voice, giddy with the excitement of being allowed, actively encouraged, to shop. ‘What a treat,’ she would say, ‘to have an allowance to spend. After so many years of fretting, of literally counting the pennies.’ Dinah regretted for a moment not leaving early that morning with them to go to the city shopping centre to buy the furniture and ‘everything else we need’, as Lavi had said the evening before, tapping the blue notebook he had taken to carrying around, pulling his glasses from his head to peer at the lists and numbers and notes inside. Dinah had shaken her head, avoiding her mum’s gaze, before picking up her camera from the kitchen counter and heading upstairs.

In her bedroom, she had rifled through a box on the floor, full of cassettes she had inherited from her dad, until she found his copy of Joni Mitchell’s Ladies of the Canyon. Her portable stereo was propped on top of another pile of boxes. Kneeling to put the tape in, winding forward and back, jolting through disjointed beats to try to find ‘Big Yellow Taxi’, she saw from the window that Lavi and her mum were out on the lawn. Finally finding the right place on the tape, she hummed along, watching as Lavi kicked his sandals off and gestured to Ruth, whose back was to Dinah, to do the same. The two of them stood barefoot on the trimmed lawn, facing each other and holding hands. Lavi drew breath and shifted his weight, as if anchoring himself in the earth before lifting his chin and tipping his face to the sky.

Dinah reached over to the stereo and Joni’s final refrain was swallowed by the silence of the room.




arbaa

patience

And then this girl arrives with her family.

After all these years of waiting, drifting and yearning in the nebulous unseen world, I watch the four of them move in. From my vantage point, I trace the girl when the others have left the house. She skirts the side of its bright exterior, back flat against the wall, the fingers of her hands splayed out either side of her, pressing into the painted breeze-blocks as if she needs their support.

The girl side-steps, crablike, apparently intent on finding the spaces of blue punctuating the linear rigidity of these brand-new houses that collectively form pyramids, dwarfing the fields of olive trees that lie separated by a fence. I draw closer to the girl, feeling my way towards the giant, milky green cacti that surrounded our villages. The roots of the tenacious, patient plant dig deep.

Sabrik, Nur, patience.

Baba’s voice is gentle. Nur is pulling at his sleeve, trying to coax him down into her corner of the garden, near the sabir plants that border their land, wanting him to play with her outside, to dirty his hands and feet along with hers. But I know that Baba has a long list of afternoon patients to see, so I prise Nur’s fingers from his arm and tell her we must leave him alone. I point to the plants that mark out three sides of the land falling away behind our house. A hedge of green discs the size and shape of a baby wrapped in a blanket, the size of a dinner plate, the size of a man’s head. Flat discs fleshy with the promise of water.

See the sabir plants, Nur, all around the sides of our house. This is patience: sabr.

I tell Nur that they have been here since our grandfather, since his father, since his father’s father. I tell her that they will be here for us; that they will be here for many, many years, when we are grown women, as tall as Mama. I tell her that they will be here for our children and our children’s children.

The sabir plants are patient, Nur. They know how to wait.

Patience. Everything will come in its time.

But Nur just giggles and pulls my hand instead of Baba’s. She isn’t interested in the prickles or the healing liquid released by the cacti. Nur lives only in the moment, in the precious time of that second and that minute. I let her take my hand and lead me down to the edges of our land, to where the sun dries the earth so that it splits open, to where the first flower can be seen on the prickly pear cactus plants. It’s bright and yellow as if it has caught all the light of the sun. Nur points to the flower and I know she wants me to pick it.

Flower, Safa, Nur says, trying to reach it: she wants it in her room. She wants its brightness to stay with her at night to keep the dark away.

I can see the cactus plants now, refuting the artifice of the pristine houses, the fine lines of their spikes just discernible at the edges of the discs. The sabir plants are still here, reminding me where the peach and apricot trees grew beyond the olives, showing me where we played. They remind me that I am irrevocably, indestructibly and forever, one with this everlasting earth.

Sabir/sabr: the tenacious plant that cannot be destroyed; patience manifest in green.

The ever-present past, insisting on its presence bearing silent witness: all-knowing.

The sabir plant is here for me.

It’s my way back in, my way to this girl who will help me find Nur.




hamesh

a viewing point, a point of view

Dinah was unpacking the case she had brought from England, arranging her scrapbooks and photograph albums on the bottom two shelves, books on the one above. Now that the furniture Lavi and Ruth had bought in the city had finally arrived – the two weeks they had waited seemed an age – and everything was assembled, Dinah, despite herself, was enjoying making a room of her space, hitherto empty but for the built-in wardrobe and bed. She’d pulled the shelving unit up to the left of her bed and the new bedside cabinet on the long side of the room perpendicular to the window on its right. The framed photo of her dad was on the top shelf, closest to her bed, so that he could watch her at night. The rest of that shelf was left empty apart from her camera.

Her mum had taken her on a trip to buy it after she’d been ill and missed so much school. It was both a celebration of her recovery and a mollifier: her parents had just told her she would have to repeat the year of school. Ruth took her to a specialist camera shop and Dinah wanted to see the ‘old-fashioned’ second-hand cameras.

‘You sure you don’t want a digital one?’ Ruth asked. ‘Something newer, even though it’s second-hand? See here, you can look at the photos and decide if you want to keep them or not?’

Dinah shook her head. No, she wasn’t fussed about this new digital one with the window at the back. The one she chose was the real deal, a single-lens reflex with a particularly satisfying click when she took a photograph.

The camera looked oversize against her tiny frame, skinnier after a year of illness. Her mum took her to a café near Hampstead Heath for lunch and Dinah experimented, taking close-ups of the cakes on a delicate stand, snapping her mum, capturing the way her smile filled her whole face. Sometimes the photographs made it into scrapbooks, alongside notes from friends or her parents, tickets to a show they saw that summer, pressed flowers from spring walks. Other times, she put all the photos into albums, diligently labelling when and where they were taken or writing thoughtful captions to accompany them.

‘We thought we’d do a day trip tomorrow, Dinah.’ Ruth was at the bedroom door, just as Dinah was zipping up her empty suitcase. ‘Now the house is a bit sorted, be nice to get to know the area. Not ideal to be exploring in July, but we’ll leave early, before it gets too hot.’

She sat down on the edge of the bed and Dinah, who was still kneeling on the floor, shuffled over to her, kneecaps crunching on the tiles, and leaned her head up against her mum. Ruth’s fingers caught on Dinah’s curls as she stroked her hair. ‘It’s just like your dad’s,’ Ruth murmured.

‘I miss him so much.’

‘I know you do, love.’

‘This whole thing, being here, Lavi, it’s just so, you know—’

Their words dissolved in the air around them, settling to a silence that would take on a new shape in memory, re-emerging to mingle with other words, other moments.

The park was a car ride away on a strip of main highway that bisected the area. Lavi commandeered the map and ideas about what they should see before the heat of the day set in, when they would stop for a picnic near the water. ‘We’ve chosen a good day for it, though,’ he pointed out, ‘a bit of cloud … won’t be so hot.’

Paths, broad enough in places that they might have brought the car further in, were cut through the park, leading the newcomer from one site of interest to another. Lavi led the way, tethering them to the scanty shade cast by spindly pine trees on either side, separated every now and then by boulders.

Dinah paused to take photos so that she lagged behind the rest of the family, and every so often had to quicken her pace, her feet crunching on gravel, pinecones, tufts of grass. In some places, the ground seemed badly paved, haphazard stones jutting out unevenly so that the trees appeared as dark green islands moored in a sea of stone.

Ahead of her, Benj had run in front of the group, finding an energy in the heat that the rest of them didn’t share, and Lavi reached out to Ruth, taking her hand in his. Their clasped hands made a gentle V towards the ground, like a divining stick, seeking not water but affection. Ruth turned to Lavi and her smile was that of the girl she must once have been. It was a moment of simple intimacy, and – though they couldn’t have known she had seen them – Dinah blushed and turned away, as if guilty of trespassing on a secret that wasn’t hers, one that was shaping her mum into a person half a step away from Dinah.

Washed with awkwardness, she turned away from the group, distracting herself by finding things to photograph, fiddling with the lens to focus between the trees. A shape and colour different from the deep greens and rough browns around the path caught her eye: green leaves, large and balloon-shaped, their surfaces stippled. She zoomed in for close-ups and out for pictures of the whole plant, and was stepping closer, camera to her eye and gaze forward, when she stumbled, catching herself before she fell onto a stiff protrusion, hard and dark, a metal stick twisting up from the earth. She clicked and froze it in time, and then panned her camera, scanning beyond the cactus to sheets of stone, flat and broad, jagged-edged concrete nestling between the cactus plants.

‘Come on, we’re here – at the viewing point.’ Ruth turned, dropping Lavi’s hand and beckoning to Dinah, a question forming on her lips as to why her daughter was lagging behind. But Lavi was calling out again – ‘Look at this, Ruth, what a view!’ – and she was pulled away.

The end of the path opened out, so that as she reached her mum and Lavi, it seemed to Dinah that, if they continued, they would drop off its edge. Ruth had pulled her sunglasses down now and Dinah searched for her eyes behind the dark plastic as her mum stretched her hand out, pulling Dinah to her.

‘There you go, it’s almost a three-sixty panorama. Look.’ Lavi was leaning up against an information panel, tracing the names on the board and matching them to the pattern of apartments and houses arranged in oversize white cones across the hills before them.

Dinah followed his gaze, dragging her own finger across the panel, through the black lettering and across the spaces in between, squinting to try to sharpen the tapestry of silver-grey and green struggling to assert itself against the shine of the new communities.

Ruth and Lavi were moving on now, Ruth saying something about breaking for something to eat – she’d made a picnic lunch, a full spread of food, the first time in years since they’d had such a day out, Dinah realised, her stomach lurching with the memory of eating sand-filled sandwiches, huddling by a windbreaker on a Norfolk beach with their dad. They would pass by the ancient wine press first, Lavi’s voice broke into her memories, they were near enough that they should take a look before they headed back down to the pool.

Before she turned, Dinah scanned the vista one more time and, as she did so, the edge of the sun slipped behind a white cloud. The shift in light removed the glare from the view, sharpening the spaces between the communities. Dinah turned, wanting to tell her mum to look again. But Lavi had his arm around Ruth and she was leaning into his shoulder. Dinah’s words disintegrated before they had left her mouth.




sitta

the making of a not-village

Even listening to the radio the night before wasn’t enough for us to believe it, to understand that it was happening, that everything our people had endured before was returning to us afresh.

Mama has washed clothes and is hanging them out to dry and my brother Ali has already left for the fields to collect ripened fruit from our trees. Nur and I are setting the laban to strain. I am showing her how to wrap it in finely woven cloth, tie it with string and hang it on the long nail that is knocked into the wall, suspending it so that the liquid will run into the bowl below and leave the curd in the cloth. We will let the liquid drain through until the labaneh is dry enough that we can roll it into balls.

This part you will enjoy, ya Nur, I tell her. Tomorrow we will roll the balls in zaatar and set them in jars and pour our olive oil over.

I show her the zaatar, the spice made from the thyme that Mama and I collect in the hills near the house. We bring the leaves home and spread them on wooden trays for drying. Once they start to curl at the edges we shred them, lifting the herb between our thumbs and fingers, making whole leaves into flecks before mixing these in large jars with sumaa, salt and simsim, flecks of smooth white sesame seeds.

Our neighbour’s son, Tareq, is banging on the door and when I open it, his face is tight and drawn: It’s true, they’re coming.

I hear his words but still I cannot believe it.

Already they are in the other villages, ya Safa. They started before dawn, forcing the villagers out, and they are coming here now. Yalla, hurry!

Ours are three villages forming a finger, a protrusion of land, like a pointed beard on the chin of the profile that was created when they divided our land and gave it away.

Mama hears what Tareq has said; she leaves the wet washing in the basket outside and goes running to the field below our house, to bring Ali back. Baba is nowhere to be seen: he left early that morning to tend to his elderly patients. Mama and Ali return and Mama wrings her hands in despair. She wants to run for Baba, but she is afraid to leave Nur, Sitti and me; she is afraid of what will happen if the soldiers come and she is not there. Everything seems to be happening quickly around me. I know this, yet movement and words feel thick and inky, as though time has become a heavy sludge that I must pull myself through. Nur is tugging at my arm, asking to be lifted. She cannot understand Mama’s words but the fear that has wrapped itself around us is clear to her.

Mama and Ali leave the room to find important documents.

If we leave, Mama says, there are things we should take with us.

I hear her go, not to the side room but to the front door, to look into the street as if she might find Baba there.

Sitti is rocking back and forth on her stool near the back door; her voice and her words frighten me, she has gone to a place I do not understand. She is talking of a hole scraped in her body where there was no hole; she is talking of a burning inside, again and again and again. I try to soothe her – Ya Sitti, you are here, with me, Safa, and with Nur – but it is as though she cannot hear me because her words keep coming.

The burning came not once but many, many times, she says.

I try to bring her back to us, stroking her hand, feeling its ridges of bones,

Ya Sitti, I soothe her but she looks at me and does not see me. The pitch of my voice is high, too high, I want to shut Sitti’s words from my ears, I do not want to know what they mean. She says they crushed her with their weight and I do not want to understand who they are and what they did to her. The fear in Sitti’s voice scares me and I talk to my sister in rapid, bright tones so that she does not hear her words. Nur is clutching at my skirt but I cannot reach down and hold her. If we leave, we must take things with us, water and food, and I should collect these things together. I open cupboards but I do not know what food we should bring. Tareq is in the kitchen now. We must have left the door open because he did not bang on it before coming in.

Everyone is saying we must leave, ya Nur. There is fear everywhere. It will be worse if we stay. There have been announcements, did you not hear them on the radio? They are saying we will be allowed to come back … we will only be gone for a few days, by next week we will be back.

Sitti is shaking her head, raising her hands to the air: she did not hear me when I spoke to her, but she has heard Tareq.

I go with him to the door and already the road by our house is filling. There is my neighbour Gibran with a heavy sack of flour on his back; there is Sawsan with her newborn bound to her chest by a strip of material; there is Mariam tugging her goat on a string with little Hamoud and Reem by her side. Here are Fatima and Nasreen who come to our house on a Thursday for a women’s day with Mama. Here are my friends Hind and Layla! Maybe, if I call out to them, they will stop and we can play skip with a rope together. But now their faces are filled only with blank fear, as if their lips are nothing but two uneven lines drawn on with a thick dark pencil. Their eyes are tight and sharp, trying to shield themselves from a pain that is familiar, an unseen birthmark each of us bears. The sound of children crying threads its way through the street where it is joined by other sounds that had not reached us before, as if whole villages have been thrown into an enormous sack to be lifted and shaken by an unknown giant hand.

Ali says we must leave. They are saying we can return, so we will carry only what is needed for a short time.

But where is Baba? Why has he not come back? I ask Mama.

She wrings her hands; she does not know.

The ugly sounds are louder now and there are other voices, voices making unrecognisable sounds, reverberating through the village. These sounds are interrupted by words in my own tongue: words I understand are telling me something I do not want to be true, jutting up against words in a language that is not my own.

The air in the house around me stiffens with the cold rod of fear. It is for Mama now to make the decision for all of us: for Mama to pack us up and leave or to wait for Baba and accept our fate.

And I understand now that this is what Tareq meant when he said it had already happened in the other villages.

They have come.




shevah

the amputated limbs of a tree

‘You know where you’re going?’ Ruth turned away from the saucepan she was stirring and wiped her hands on a cloth, taking Dinah by the shoulders with still-damp hands. ‘You know which bus to get, where the stop is, where to get off?’

‘It’s fine, Mum, stop fretting.’

Dinah let herself be pulled to Ruth’s chest, oscillating as had so often been the case this whole summer – before that even, from when Lavi had first been introduced into their lives – between two entirely opposing emotions. She had watched her mum unfurl, a wilting butterfly reviving as it fed on nectar, wings unfolding into new flight, and objectively she knew not only that her mum deserved this second chance, but, more, that she needed it, in order to survive. And even as she began to articulate these thoughts, her throat would thicken, and she would feel like the ripped edge of a slip of paper, torn from everything she thought she knew. Then, she would want to scream at Ruth, had screamed at her, raging arguments from which Dinah would storm off, to cry herself to a hollow shell. When Ruth came to her, finally, she would cling to her mum and tell her she was happy for her, wanted to be happy for her, and they would patch themselves back together, scraps of paper reworked into a shape roughly resembling the one they were before.

‘I worry, Dinah, that’s all. I’m allowed to. I’m a mum, that’s what I do.’

Dinah pulled back from Ruth, shaking her head. ‘There’s one way in and one way out of this place, Mum. I’m not going to get lost. I’ll walk to the bus stop and get the bus to Jerusalem just like we did the other week. But I’m going to take a walk first, you know. Before it gets too hot.’

‘Fine, sure, you know what you’re doing. Of course.’ Her mum backed off, palms raised.

Dinah put a bottle of water from the fridge into her bag along with a notebook and pen, wondering vaguely as she did so about her mum worrying about her taking a bus here, and yet not worrying about bringing her thousands of miles from the place where she took buses quite happily.

She slung her camera round her neck and pecked Ruth on the cheek.

‘Be careful with that.’ Her mum nodded at the camera.

‘Sorry?’

‘You know, your camera.’

‘What?’

‘Be careful – think about what you’re taking photos of.’

‘Mum, I take my camera with me most places.’

‘Love,’ her mum sighed, ‘it’s different here. You’ve got to be a bit careful. Don’t go provoking trouble.’

‘Sure, of course not.’ Dinah smiled.

‘Look, don’t take photos of, you know,’ she lowered her voice, ‘guards. Even the ones here at the community. Lavi says they don’t like it.’

‘Okay.’ Dinah didn’t quite understand it: the guards knew who lived in the community, knew from the cars who was allowed in and who wasn’t. While happy enough to suggest to her mum that she wouldn’t take photos, she couldn’t actually understand the objection, as if the presence of the border police and guards was some subterfuge of which they weren’t supposed to be aware.

‘And out and about – we still look so English. I guess lots of people are new here, but still, be careful – just be a bit, I don’t know, aware. You never know what they are going to do. If you’re in the Old City, fine, there are plenty of tourists there. And don’t Get Lost.’ Dinah could hear the capitalisation of the letters, the emphasis on the words.

‘It’s fine, Mum, I get it. Lavi was really clear about all that. You know I’ve got a good sense of direction. I won’t Get Lost.’

Dinah shook her head and let the front door slam behind her as she left the house. She needed this walk, in the relative cool of the early morning, before the intensity of summer heat struck the day: she felt strung out, absorbing the pressure of a new life in a place which already seemed infinitely more complicated than England and certainly seemed to belie Lavi’s central argument for bringing them here. Dinah had two strategies to deal with it: walking or writing.

Copious diary notes were a habit formed by imitation: watching her dad with a notebook on his knee and a pen in his hand, she had demanded she do the same, pushing herself into the crack on the sofa between him and the armrest, watching his looping cursive fill the page and wishing she could write with the same speed, the same swirls.

‘I’m writing it to get it out of me,’ she would tell him when she was little, when friends had said mean things in the playground, when her teacher had been cross with her without reason, when a favourite toy was lost.

But today she needed air, needed to get out of the house and beyond the mesh of Ruth’s stifling concern. Lavi had made extremely clear when they went to the city together that there were certain places in which they were not welcome. There were buses they should go on. And buses they most definitely should not go on. And on no account should she accidentally leave the Old City by the wrong gate. He had marked up all the maps with instructions.

Her mum’s behaviour confused her: in London, where calculations scribbled on the backs of envelopes and endless lists seemed to trail Ruth, rushing from work to home, pulling meals together from scratch, Dinah didn’t remember any fretting over precisely what time she would be home from school or how she was getting from place to place. But here it felt that the easing of those burdens – particularly since Lavi had announced excitedly that he had secured a senior management job at a construction firm! So quickly! – had left Ruth with an excess of worry that she transposed onto her children.

In the last few weeks, especially Sunday to Friday when Lavi was out at work, Dinah had found herself craving the start of the school term, if only to give her a reason to be out of the house without having to account for herself to her mum. This was the reason for the apparent volte face when she accepted Lavi’s suggestion that she should begin language classes ahead of the school term: being older, it was in her interest to get to grips with Hebrew sooner rather than later, Lavi had said. Benj would be fine, he’d pick it up at school. Dinah had bristled when Lavi had pointed out the centre in Jerusalem where she could take the classes. She had raised her eyebrows, sucked in her cheeks and walked away. When she had announced last week that perhaps she would give them a go, she had noticed him incline his head, looking pointedly at Ruth.

Enrolling now, in the second week of August, wouldn’t give her much time, but the classes were intensive, daily for several hours, and being in Jerusalem, they would take her out of the disturbing quiet of the community.

The angular weight of her camera struck against her chest like an irregular, awkward heartbeat as she turned right out of her house to make her way down the hill on which the community had been built. Lavi had been sure to remind Ruth, within Dinah and Benj’s earshot, that being near the top, not only was theirs one of the largest houses, it was also in the most expensive location. To Dinah, this was of little consequence. ‘Why did you choose somewhere so bloody quiet?’ she’d hurled at Ruth the day before, while he was out. She felt embarrassed by the argument now, annoyed with herself for picking a fight with her mum and washed with guilt for the reproachful look on Ruth’s face.

‘Why did you move us somewhere so bloody small?! It’s like … singular. It freaks me out.’

‘What do you mean, singular?’

‘Everything happens in ones, haven’t you noticed?’ Her mum looked blank. ‘One car starts up in the street. One child on the swings in the park. Only one house on each road has people in it. Why are there so many bloody houses if there’s no one in any of them?’

She had stormed out of the kitchen, her mum’s vigorous defence that they had wanted somewhere close-knit, that people would fill it, in time, trailing her up the stairs to her bedroom.

Dinah was confronted now by this silent uniformity in shutters pulled down over windows, oversize eyelids on sleeping houses; gravel noses on drives raked smooth.

She hesitated at a junction intersecting their road: a left turn here would take her straight down to the community’s entrance, where the guards would be leaning against the outpost, smoking, swilling cans of Coke and laughing through their boredom and the heat of the day. She glanced at her watch: she had plenty of time to get to the language class and decided on impulse to walk straight on. Whenever she’d been out with her mum, they’d mainly headed to the park. Once, when she had suggested exploring further, beyond the boundaries of the community, her mum had glanced anxiously at Lavi, who just shook his head abruptly. Apparently, that wasn’t an option.

The second half of their road was fairly unremarkable: more of the same houses, the same silence, the same stillness. At the T-junction, she figured that the right turn would take her in a tidy loop, so that she would end up reaching her own house from the opposite direction. The left turn would take her in a clean sweep down the side of the community to the entrance, on the main circuit road, the ring from which all the other streets sprouted.

The view in front of her, where an enormous roll of barbed wire tirelessly bordered the smooth pavement, was of far more interest.

One roll of barbed wire, hemming the community in.

Dinah brought her camera to her eye and focused the lens so that a tangle in the barbed wire formed a twisted mocking frame in the viewfinder. The soothing greens of the rocky hills in the territory surrounding the community were trapped inside the border of her photograph.

She pressed her finger to fix the picture and crossed the road, so that she was just paces away from the barbed wire.
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