GOING HOME

My gray, ankle-length dress scratches me everywhere, no
matter how I shift in my regular-class, no-frills seat. It tickles
my bottom and has a scooped back and scooped front, so
people can peek from all angles. I thought the dress would
give me confidence—mostly covering me, but pretty—but
instead I fold myself, hunch, and calculate whether a tiny
airplane bathroom is big enough to hold me as I change my
clothes.

Next to me a diabetic Syrian woman has talked nonstop
since our Royal Jordanian flight left LAX. Her body fills her
seat and creeps into mine as well. Hennaed tendrils sneak
from beneath her flowered scarf. She has lived in Los Angeles
for thirty years and says that she does not speak a word of
English.

“Why should I bother?” she shouts, so close to me that I
taste her egg breath.

“You might enjoy it more,” I suggest, trying not to inhale.

“Nothing to enjoy.”

“Then why do you stay?”
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“My children and grandchildren are there.” She glares at
me and clutches a cardboard box with pictures of hypoder-
mic needles. “Can you please have a woman from the plane
come here.”

I pull my scratchy, gray shoulders up so they almost reach
my neck, stretch my arm up, and push the button for the
stewardess.

A slender, manicured finger pushes the button off and
green eyes peer into mine. “Yes?”

The Syrian woman sits silently.

“She wanted me to ring for you,” I say.

“What do you need, Auntie?” asks the stewardess, whose
name tag reads “Nadia.”

“I want you to know that I have to take these every day,”
she says, holding up the box of needles. “I don’t know how
to do it, so could you please get the plane’s doctor to come
and give me an injection.” She smiles, exposing two gold
teeth.

We stare at her. Nadia looks at me.

“We just met now,” I say in English in case she thinks we
are related.

“Let me see if I can find a doctor for you,” she says.

The Syrian woman faces forward and says in a loud voice
to no one in particular, “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Well, you should go then. They’re very close.” I point to
the lavatories, just two rows away.

“I couldn’t set foot in such a place!”

“Why not?”

“They’re filled with the smell of dirty pigs.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You would use the same toilet, breathe the same air, as a
strange man? I’d prefer exploding.”

The Syrian woman stares at my scoops. I turn away.
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It is early evening when the plane lands, the sun a dull orange
on the runway. I stare out the window, brush my hair for the
third time, and rub some of the shininess from my face.

I have come back to Jordan to visit my dying grand-
mother—my father’s mother—one last time. I have been liv-
ing with my mother’s brother, Hamdi, and his American wife,
Fay, in the United States for three years now.

“It’s time for you to see your father,” my uncle told me in
the airport. “Stay with him for as long as you like and come
back when you are ready. You are always welcome here.”

My mother died two years ago. She sent me away because
she knew she was dying, though I learned this later.

I am the youngest in a family that already had one boy,
Jalal, and two girls, Latifa and Tihani. My mother was diag-
nosed with cancer just after my sister Tihani was born. It was
caught early and my father sent her abroad for chemother-
apy. The doctors said that she would make a full recovery.
Tihani is six years older than I am, and in the time between
our births, my mother miscarried four babies. Then she got
pregnant with me. Between being physically drained from the
miscarriages and her cancer and already being the mother of
three children, she was a tired woman when I was born. She
was never in good health and always suffered from one thing
or another.

She adored me most—after Jalal—but she left much of the
work in raising me to my oldest sister, Latifa, who was always
a little slow. Latifa would take on all chores and tasks with
great seriousness, admirable in an employee, unbearable in
an older sister. If my mother had told her to throw me off the
roof, she would have done so.

In dealing with me, she either tried to enforce my mother’s
rules exactly or tried to teach me how to do her chores. She
had no sense of what I could and couldn’t do at what age.
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When I was four (she was twelve), she tried to teach me to
iron. I burned my hand and one of my father’s shirts and she
yelled at me as though I had burned the house down. This
incident started a cycle: Latifa would take care of me, then
would do something so awful that my mother would take
over. She would indulge me and cuddle me, and tell me sto-
ries and teach me embroidery and other things I can’t imag-
ine her ever having done with Latifa, who resented me more
and more.

And then I would see my mother start to fade: fall asleep in
the middle of her embroidery, curse when she dropped some-
thing, with words I had never heard anyone else use. (My
mother had a distinct way of cursing herself when she was
sick: “God damn your stupid, useless, jackass mother.”) I
tried to stay out of her way, but invariably Latifa would come
to the rescue and take care of me, only this time a little angrier
and more resentful than the time before. I learned that the
only salvation from Latifa was avoidance, which is how it
came to be that I spent a lot of time alone reading, a source of
embarrassment or concern for almost everyone in my family.

“She will be blind before she is fifteen years old,” Aunt
Suha, my father’s sister, would tell my mother every time she
came over and found me bent over a book. “You shouldn’t
let her do this or no one will marry her.”

My mother would nod, appeasing Aunt Suha enough to
let the subject rest until the next time she came over. She never
discouraged me, though, and liked to hear about the books
I was reading, and read them herself if she had not done so
previously. My father didn’t approve of reading outside of
school texts, and he used to take away my books when he
came across them. Jalal was the only one beside my mother
who encouraged me. He often countered my father’s at-
tempts by bringing me books he thought I’d find interesting,
usually about animals or folktales from other countries.
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During the summer before I was to start high school,
Uncle Hamdi wrote from America to say that I could live
with him and Fay, and that I could go to high school there.
My mother was excited, perhaps because she thought I'd
have a chance to finish what she barely started, or perhaps
because she thought I'd have a freer education. Regardless, I
was terrified at the thought of being away from my family,
even though the idea of going to America—the America my
mother had only tasted—was exciting. I was so tired of be-
ing made fun of for reading, for being too headstrong, for
speaking my mind. My father said there was not a chance
in the world that he would let such a young girl go live in
America with only a maternal uncle and his American wife.
He would not even listen to my mother’s arguments and
would leave the room when the discussion came up.

“Jalal has gone and come back and will stay to take care
of the land. Tihani is married and away. Latifa is already
old,” my mother would call after him. “If Hala stays here she
will rot like me and like Latifa. Look at us. We have rotted.
Let Hala grow and dream.”

At the time I didn’t know why my father finally agreed to
allow me to go—a year had passed since Uncle Hamdi’s in-
vitation, during which time I was enrolled at the American
School in Amman—but he did and just as I started to grow
and dream my mother died.

Even though my mother had lived in Jordan since she was
nineteen, she was Palestinian and saw my father as something
of a foreigner. In distance she was not so far from the home
in which she grew up, but in reality, she was in another coun-
try—another household—with an entirely different way of
thinking.

Her village, Nawara, is known for lovely, cleverly em-
broidered dresses (rozas) in an area of villages where almost
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no one embroiders, for lack of time and money. My mother
was competent in embroidery, but she was not typical—even
in her already nontypical village—and her interests lay else-
where. Her father had a great deal of land in Ramallah, a city
filled with ideas and energy. He knew about the world and he
believed in education, which was why he let my mother go to
America for college. Unfortunately, he also had a very tradi-
tional side to his thinking, which is how it came to be that my
mother ended up marrying my father, an old foreigner, and
why all three of her sisters married immediately after their
graduation from high school.

The story goes that my father, a Jordanian landowner in
his late thirties, saw my mother once when she was still in
high school—he had been doing business with my grand-
father for years and for the first time went home with him
for a visit. He fell so in love with my mother that he offered
my grandfather a large portion of his own land in Ramallah
as dowry if she would marry him. At the time my grandfa-
ther refused, saying that she still needed to finish high school
and was planning to go on to university, maybe abroad. After
that, she alone would be free to accept or refuse the offer. My
father announced that in spite of his age (more than twenty
years her senior), he would wait until my mother gave him
her answer. It turned out he had to wait less than a year, when
my mother returned from the States in disgrace—thanks to
the lies of her brother’s friend. My father told my grandfa-
ther that regardless of the reason for my mother’s return, his
offer still held. My grandfather, sure that this was his last
chance to find an acceptable match for his daughter, accepted
the offer.

In the beginning of their marriage, my father was indul-
gent with my mother. He even offered to let her continue her
studies, in Jordan. She refused—perhaps she was still heart-
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sick—and began her role as wife and mother. Even though
she was living this life she did not ask for, when Jalal was
born she breathed her soul into him and spoiled him terribly.
She was as happy as she could be, given the circumstances,
and to this day Jalal is totally her child, the only one of those
three who always makes sure that people know he is half
Palestinian. Even in the late sixties and early seventies, when
he risked being beaten, or worse, he would speak proudly
of his mother and her country. (When Jalal married a few
months ago, he insisted that it be to a girl from our mother’s
village, even though he has never lived in Nawara and has
only visited a few times. At first my father refused, but Jalal
insisted until my father agreed.)

For almost a year after Jalal’s birth, my mother was happy.
She didn’t get pregnant again immediately, but my father
wasn’t in a rush since at least he had a son. Two years and
a week after Jalal, Latifa was born. Almost two years after
that, Tihani was born. That’s when the difficulties in my fam-
ily began. First, my mother got cancer. (The story I was told
for years was that she was very sick and then she was well.)
Then my father’s recently widowed mother moved in with
them. In 1967, the Occupation began and my father lost a lot
of his land. My mother lost her freedom to visit her family.
My father became less generous with my mother, and she be-
came less generous with her children.

“It was bad for me. So much was expected, selflessly, and
my thoughts were stuck on what might have been,” she told
me countless times. “I prayed so many times that if T could
have one more healthy child, I would not try to have another
one, and that I would be content with my life as it was. And
then you were born, big and healthy and beautiful. You are
my final blessing.”

When she had the energy, she gave me everything. She
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taught me the most complicated patterns in embroidery that
she knew and told me equally complicated stories from her
village as she was doing it. She took me wherever she went
and explained everything to me. Best of all, she cuddled me
endlessly, probably more than my brother and sisters com-
bined. Latifa hated me for all these reasons: Latifa who drove
my mother crazy; Latifa who had to deal with me every time
my mother started to get sick; Latifa who hated me for the
freedom I was allowed; Latifa who cared totally for my
mother as she was dying.

If only I had known my mother was dying, then I would
not have spent the last year of her life away. But perhaps if I
never left, she would not have died in peace.

I see him before he sees me, and while I knew he would be
alone, I wish he had brought Jalal, or even Latifa. As soon as
he sees me coming down the escalator he sends a man to carry
my bags.

My father looks old. His skin is dark, like fava beans, only
more wrinkled, like raisins.

We embrace and he kisses me twice on both cheeks.
“Thank God for your safe return, my daughter.”

Odd to hear this kind voice after two years of silence.
“And may God keep you safe,” I reply.

Passing colorful people with their shouts and hugs and
loud kisses and through the automatic doors, we walk into
the evening that smells of diesel and toward a large black
Mercedes parked under a sign that reads “No Parking.”

“It’s fatter than the last one,” I say.

“ITam?” he asks.

“No, the car.”

“It’s safer that way,” he says and hands a folded bill to the
wrinkled man who’s put my bags in the trunk. We get in the



WEST OF THE JORDAN << 13

car. “You look skinny,” he says. “They don’t feed you well,
do they? Lazy goats.”

I lean back in the soft leather. I can’t erase the picture of
my last visit, my mother’s funeral, and then of the huge fight.
The memory comes in my eyes, burning like the sun that’s set-
ting, but I keep my silence as we drive into the desert.

“How is your health?” I ask.

“Thank God for my good health. Even my doctor says he
can’t believe it.” He lights a cigarette with the windows up
and we drive in smoky silence.

We race the dust down the new highway on the way home
to the outskirts of Amman.

“I loved your mother,” he announces, perhaps seeing my
memory. “God have mercy on her. Not a day passes that I
don’t think of her.” He says this as though it’s an apology.

I am silent. I do not want his stories or drunken, smoky
lovesongs tossed in my lap. I want my mother back so much
it aches. I want to hear her stories about her village, her
words in my ears, her fingers stroking my hair.



