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			To my mother

			Everything I am began with you.

		

	
		
			Part I
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			One

			I slip off my shoes and leave them on the cement as my grandmother Wadia, my mother’s mother, leans into a rough wooden door with all her weight until it opens. She leads me into a dim room, the only source of light a tiny window, a brass plate of frankincense burning on its sill. It takes time for my eyes to adjust. The walls are cracked, and their whitewash has faded to gray. A dark wooden bookcase occupies one corner. A dozen people sit cross-legged on a frayed rug, humming and whispering indecipherable prayers. Some are leaning back against the wall, their eyes closed. Others sway back and forth as they read texts from the pages of books cradled in their laps.

			Grandmother’s eyes draw close to mine. “This,” she whispers, “is the sheikh’s tomb.” She nods toward the center of the room. There, layers of light green cloth cover a stone sarcophagus. She’s brought me to dozens of tombs like this—tombs of sheikhs, God’s messengers, who know the secrets of the Alawite religion, and whose burial chambers are sacred. She takes me toward the sarcophagus and drops to her knees. Eyes tightly shut, she bows over the cloth, touches her lips to it. Then she rests her forehead on the spot she’s just kissed. The palms of her hands pressed against the sides of her head, she starts to whisper. I move closer and struggle to hear what she is saying. I go down on my knees. I lean my body against hers. She is silent.

			I bow my head close to the fabric, imitating her gesture, and catch a sharp, terrible odor, the smell of old socks soaking in water. All those lips. All that human saliva and mucus, absorbed and dried into a rough crust. My fingers pinch the edge of the cloth and I draw it away to kiss the stone.

			Grandmother grabs my hand and squeezes until it hurts. “It is forbidden even to lay eyes upon the bare stone,” she warns. “It will blind you.” I freeze. The thought of kissing the cloth is revolting. I close my eyes, hold my breath, and barely touch the harsh fabric with my lips. Then I place my forehead against it, cool from the stone beneath. Shivers pass through my body. I keep my eyes closed. I draw a deep breath and try to think of something to ask of the sheikh, lying there, cold under the hard stone. I cannot ignore the smell. I feel nauseous. I fear my grandmother will notice, and that I will suffer punishment—both from her and from God—for getting grossed out in a place of worship.

			Grandmother takes a small pair of scissors from her bag and snips a swatch from the green cloth, then slips it into her pocket. Before I have a chance to wonder why she’d steal a piece of the stinky fabric, she commands: “Stay here. I’ll be back.”

			She rises from her knees and walks toward the exit. I follow her with my eyes and spot a picture hanging above the wooden door. It’s a printed portrait of Imam Ali. Ali is the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad and a martyr to Shi’ite Muslims.

			The low sound of a woman weeping flows through the heavy silence that otherwise fills the room. I try to find its source. The sheikh’s tomb blocks my vision. The weeping grows louder. I stand and move toward the bookcase. On its shelves are various editions of the Quran and other books. I take one about the size of my hand, open it, and scan the room. I see a woman dressed in black, a white funeral scarf covering most of her head, her back against the wall. An open Quran rests on her lap. But she isn’t reading. Her eyes are closed. She is sobbing.

			I sit down on the floor in the opposite corner of the room and try without success to focus on my Quran. I stare at the woman. My heart aches. She opens her eyes and speaks toward the tomb in whispers. Minutes later, she wipes her face with her scarf, puts the Quran aside, stumbles to the sarcophagus, kneels down, and places her hands upon it. She speaks to the tomb, as Grandmother did. I can’t make out her words. She kisses the tomb, takes something from her coat pocket, and pins it to the bottom of the green cloth. Then she kisses the fabric again, stands, and walks away.

			When she’s gone, I put the Quran aside and go to where she knelt in front of the sarcophagus. Steeling myself against the smell, I, too, kiss the cloth. Pressing my forehead to the spot I kissed, I lift one layer of the cloth to see what she has pinned to it—a small picture. A girl with two braids, no older than ten. Keeping my forehead against the tomb so no one can see what I’m doing, I lift the second layer and discover more pictures. Women and men. Young and old, and everything in between. I lift layer after layer, looking for more. Until suddenly I see the dark, bare stone. I close my eyes. My heart drops. “Please don’t make me blind,” I whisper, and run out of the shrine.

			I search for my grandmother, but the courtyard outside the shrine is empty. I start to cry. I wish I’d never come.

			“What’s wrong? What happened?” It’s Grandmother’s voice. Whimpering, I hug her and tell her about the child in the picture. “She is my age,” I say. “She is dead,” I say. “There were so many pictures.”

			“Not all the photographs are of the dead. Next time remind me to bring yours. People also bring photos of their loved ones so that they can be watched over and blessed by Ali. But for now, you can wear this.”

			She takes the green swatch of cloth from her pocket and rolls it into a cylinder. “Give me your hand.” I watch as she ties it around my wrist.

			“Don’t take it off. It will fall off when it’s worn out.”

			As we make our way home, our driver navigates sharp turns that tempt me to reach out and brush against the bushes lining the roadside; the landscape shifts from the olive groves and pine-scented coolness of the mountains to the flat expanse of Jableh. Here, mismatched buildings sprawl under the heavy stench of diesel and rising humidity. I can’t stop thinking of the bare stone I dared to lay my eyes upon—twice—and whether I will be struck blind. Suppressing the urge to ask my grandmother if anyone suffered blindness from it, I remain silent. I know she will caution me to “shorten my tongue”—a polite way of saying “shut up” in Arabic—and discourage questions about our faith. “A good Alawite must obey,” she often says. “No questions.”
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			The Alawi faith is a branch of Shi’a Islam that traces its origins to the early Islamic period and the teachings of Ibn Nusayr, a Shi’a scholar who lived and worked in what is now northern Iraq during the late eighth and early ninth centuries. The term “Alawi” means “those who adhere to the teachings of Ali.”

			Alawite theology is syncretic, incorporating elements from Islamic, Christian, and Jewish traditions, as well as influences from Persian, Indian, and Greek (Neoplatonic) philosophies. Alawism emphasizes the importance of esoteric or hidden knowledge, which the faith holds was revealed by God to the imams, the Prophet Muhammad’s successors.

			This manifests in the form of rituals that are often more private and secretive than those of mainstream Shi’a Islam, scriptures in addition to the Quran, and the belief in tajyeel—reincarnation. Our deeds in one life determine how we are reborn in the next, allowing us to rise upward until we reach the highest levels of heaven. We can be reborn as holy figures, our dead bodies enshrined, our mausoleums sites of pilgrimage and worship, where we come for prayer and spiritual blessings. Local cultural practices and historical contexts also influence dress, another sign of the sect’s broader divergence from mainstream Islamic practices: Unlike many Shi’a and Sunni Muslim women, Alawite women do not cover themselves with the hijab.

			A religious minority in Syria, Alawites faced persecution for centuries under various ruling powers. Growing up, I felt proud listening to my grandmother as she explained how Zaman Awal, our ancestors, survived under the Ottomans—Osmanli—who ruled Syria from 1516 to 1918. Every time she cooked rice, she would tell me and my older sister, Alia, that we should be grateful; most of Zaman Awal lived and died without ever tasting it. “Why, Grandma?” I would ask, though I knew the answer.

			She would pause over the steaming pot. “Burghul—bulgur—was all they had. Rice, in Ottoman Syria, was for city dwellers only: Christians and Sunnis. You and I, we were not allowed in cities. The Ottomans hated us.”

			The Ottoman Empire was the seat of the Sunni caliphate, and viewed Alawites as mysterious and suspicious because of their distinct religious beliefs and practices. Unlike Sunni Muslims, Alawites do not pray in mosques but instead have their own places of worship; in addition to not requiring women to wear the hijab, the Alawite sect also does not have any dietary restrictions and does not prohibit alcohol. These differences contributed to the distrust and disdain the Ottomans held toward the Alawite community, highlighting broader sectarian tensions between Sunni and Shi’a groups within the Ottoman Empire.

			Grandmother would tell us that rumors had swirled around the Alawites for centuries. Some Ottomans believed that Alawites were possessed by devils. Sunni imams issued fatwas, legal condemnations by Islamic religious leaders, against us infidels. The most famous fatwa was issued by Ibn Taymiyyah, a fierce Sunni jurist of the fourteenth century, who preached a rigid interpretation of the Quran and strict adherence to the cultural habits of the great deserts of the Arabian Peninsula. Though Alawites considered themselves a subset of the Shi’a branch of Islam, their beliefs and practices have long been viewed with suspicion by Sunni orthodoxy. Ibn Taymiyyah denounced them as “greater disbelievers than the Jews, Christians, and Indian idol-worshipping Brahmans”—a fatwa that laid the foundation for centuries of marginalization and sectarian hostility.

			All Alawite children have had the experience of going to bed afraid after hearing horror stories of the violence under Ottoman rule. Of all the stories my grandmother shared, one especially struck fear into my heart: an episode called the Piles. In the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century, the Ottomans raided Alawite houses in Aleppo and killed everyone they found. More than ten thousand Alawites were slaughtered with knives and swords, their severed heads stacked in pile after pile near the Aleppo citadel. Flies swarmed on blood as it was drying in the alleys around the citadel for days afterward. The few Alawite religious leaders who dared to remain in Aleppo and resist were captured, impaled on metal spikes, and displayed in public squares. Some Alawites hid among the Christians in their quarters of the city, but most fled into the coastal mountains overlooking the Mediterranean Sea.

			This region, which became known as the Alawite mountains, is where the Alawites would live for the next three hundred years, and it is where my own ancestors took refuge, surviving off whatever the soil would yield. Whole wheat was the only grain available to plant, Grandmother told us, and they would harvest it, winnow it, and crack it using two rounded stones to make burghul. Then they would boil it with tomatoes and white onions from their vegetable patches and eat it with the oil of the olives they collected in their groves. Sometimes, they would soak the burghul with lemon, olive oil, and tomato juice and consume it that way. To this day, Alawites eat burghul on the first day of Eid and consider it a gift from God. Salt was another luxury for the impoverished migrants. Alawites trekked for miles to the seashore, bringing home jugs of seawater to fashion salty dough for bread.

			In the aftermath of the First World War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, France established a mandate over Syria and Lebanon under the League of Nations mandate system, which, on paper, installed France as a trustee until the countries’ inhabitants were considered eligible for self-government. The French administration restructured the region, creating administrative divisions, which included an Alawite-dominated enclave along the coast. As a result, Alawites experienced relative stability for the first time in generations and began to gain political prominence. During the 1930s and 1940s, Syrian nationalist movements grew stronger, pushing for independence from French rule, which was achieved in 1946.

			The early years of independence were tumultuous and marked by political instability, as Syria underwent several military coups and changes in leadership. In 1963, the socialist and pan-Arab Ba’ath Party seized power and established a new government. But another revolution was on the horizon: In 1970, a prominent Ba’athist military leader staged a coup known as the Corrective Movement, consolidated power, and became the president of Syria. His name was Hafez al-Assad, and he was Alawite—the first Alawite president in Syrian history.

			I always felt a strong link to my ancestors, and proud to belong to a community that had survived despite centuries of adversity. But as I grew older, I realized that my grandmother’s admonishments to “shorten my tongue” weren’t just a consequence of my youth: As a woman, there were limits to the questions I was allowed to ask about our faith. In Alawi tradition, women are considered spiritually subordinate to men. Alawites maintain that women cannot be entrusted with the core beliefs of the religion, which are passed down from one generation of men to the next. When a boy turns sixteen, he is assigned a sheikh from his hometown and studies with him in a local prayer room at the shrine every weekend. After two years, on his eighteenth birthday, if he completes his course of study, he is accepted as a fully matured, devout Alawite man. Even in my youth, this struck me as unfair: I never felt less Alawite than any man despite being forbidden to ask about the mysteries of our faith, let alone instructed in them.

			Regardless of these frustrations, I grew up steeped in reverence for my faith and the president, the great man who had delivered us from the fringes of Syrian society to the very center of the nation’s politics. He deserved our gratitude and devotion; I’d known this since I was small. What I did not know, as we drove home from the shrine that day, my hands tingling from brushing against the bushes out the car window, was that when his family’s power would come to be challenged, my life would be changed forever.

		

	
		
			Two

			According to my mother, when I was born, my father brought me to his chest and kissed me. “You will be called Lena,” he said. Lena was the name of his mistress.

			“Over my dead body!” my mother shouted from her hospital bed. My father insisted, but my mother held firm. Eventually, a family friend suggested Loubna. In Arabic, Loubna is the name of a beautiful tree that blooms with little white flowers, whose aromatic nectar is used in incense. It was also the name of a famous Egyptian actress. Begrudgingly, my father agreed.

			Not many people from my father’s side of the family drove the three hours from Jableh, a town on the Syrian coast near Latakia, to Damascus to meet me, as they had for Alia, who’d arrived a year and a half prior. There was a general sense of disappointment surrounding my birth. My father’s family had hoped that the second child would be a son. My father was the eldest and the only one among his brothers who had yet to have a boy to pass down the family name. In any case, one daughter was enough; as the Arabic saying goes, “The burden of girls is with you until death.” As for my mother’s family, they’d never approved of my father to begin with.

			Though both sides originated as poor farmers from the mountains around Jableh, my mother’s father, Ali, was the first of his family to go to school. Like Hafez, he later joined the military, where he ascended the ranks. There were stories of my grandmother, Wadia, hanging blankets over the living room windows while her husband and other officers plotted the 1966 coup, prompted by divisions between the Ba’ath Party’s two main factions, that would set the stage for Hafez’s own coup in 1970 and further consolidate Ba’athist control. After the coup, Ali was appointed as a diplomat, raising my mother and her three siblings in cities around the world.

			Ali and Wadia were a handsome couple, he with his wide forehead and large mustache, she with her big black eyes, short skirts, and diamond necklaces. My grandmother’s earlobes eventually grew long from the weight of the heavy earrings she wore to embassy cocktail parties. Though the parties bored her—she didn’t drink, hated the cold meats they served, and didn’t speak their languages—she loved the glamorous lifestyle her husband’s work conferred them.

			

			•••

			They returned to Damascus in early 1980, when my mother was sixteen. Ali bought an elegant ground-floor apartment surrounded by a large garden, filled it with furniture from Turkey and India, and adorned it with Persian rugs that, according to my grandmother, were so beautiful and unique that people would travel just to see them.

			Growing up, my mother had a French education, attending school in Tunisia and Turkey. Returning to Syria as a high school student, she struggled with the Syrian education system. After high school, she was admitted to Damascus University to study the subject for which her mediocre grades granted her entry: environmental engineering. In college, she got engaged, but her fiancé soon called it off; his mother looked down on my mother because she was Alawite. My mother was heartbroken, but my grandfather assured her that her education, her degree, was what she should keep her eyes on, not marriage.

			Ultimately, she was the third of her siblings to become an engineer. Education had lifted my grandfather out of poverty, and he valued it greatly. Even when my mother’s sister, my aunt Khuzama, eloped with a man my grandfather did not approve of and he refused to speak to her, he still ensured that she graduated with a degree in French literature and, later, sent word through my mother, asking her to apply to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. With his influential recommendation, she secured a job and later became a diplomat herself.

			One night in 1987, Grandfather Ali took a glass jar out to the garden to collect jasmine to dry for tea. He became tired and returned to his room, placed the jar on the nightstand, closed his eyes, and never woke up. It was a heart attack. He was only fifty years old.

			When my grandmother found him, she hit herself so hard in disbelief that her body carried blue marks long afterward. My mother never remembered this day without crying. His death was her first and biggest loss.

			For a week after Grandfather Ali’s funeral, the house was packed with visitors. People from his village who had never been to the capital came to commemorate his legacy, as did ambassadors and high officials in the Syrian government. But the greatest honor for my family was that President Assad, whose palace was in the neighborhood, came to pay his respects.

			

			•••

			As fate would have it, the most consequential visitor to my grandparents’ house that day was not the president, but a mysterious man named Jawdat Mrie—or Doctor Jawdat, as people referred to him—though it would be a long time before anyone would understand why. Rumor held that Jawdat had amassed his wealth by traveling to other countries to assassinate fellow Alawites who opposed the government. My grandfather hadn’t liked him; when he was alive, he wouldn’t even let him in the house. But on the day of the funeral, Jawdat strode in, leaving his two bodyguards at the door. Inside, my twenty-three-year-old mother, who was fifteen years his junior, caught his eye. He tried to speak to her, but she refused.

			For weeks afterward, he persisted, sending her flowers and gifts until, eventually, my mother responded. My grandmother opposed the relationship. Not only would my grandfather have disapproved, but my mother was still grieving my grandfather and her failed engagement. Wadia suspected that Jawdat was trying to take advantage of this vulnerable moment, to fill the void my grandfather and my mother’s ex-fiancé had left. She begged my mother to buy time and consider her options.

			But with the family shattered and consumed by grief and her personal life in turmoil, my mother didn’t heed her mother’s warning. A few months after they had met, my mother decided to marry Jawdat and demanded her werteh, her inheritance, to make it so.
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			After they were married, Alia and I were born in quick succession: she in 1989, I in January 1991. For the first three years of my life, my mother, father, sister, and I resided in Mazzeh, an upscale neighborhood of high buildings in a hilly quarter of Damascus. Mazzeh was surrounded by fields of prickly pear then, and during the summer months, sellers would roam the wide streets pushing carts loaded with the red fruit on ice. We lived in an apartment on the top floor, where my mother would sit on the balcony, sip her morning coffee, and watch the drying clothes hung out on nearby rooftops as the daily calls to prayer resounded from minarets across the city, like a chorus singing the same word of God in a strange echoing round.

			During this period, our family had a maid, bodyguards, a driver, and plenty of disposable income. But despite all of these privileges, ours was not a happy home. My father had become intolerably abusive to my mother when she was pregnant with me, but she held on, hoping he would stop mistreating her. She desperately wanted their marriage to work. My grandmother had warned my mother that if she married against her will, she would have to deal with the consequences by herself, so she had no safety net to rely on. My mother also wanted to keep the family together so my sister and I would grow up with our father in the home, as her father had played such a large role in her own life.

			Beyond her individual circumstances, there was also significant societal pressure confining her to this union and making a separation almost inconceivable. Divorced women often face severe stigmatization in Arab societies: They are blamed for the marriage’s failure and considered selfish and incapable of managing their home and husband. No longer virgins, they are also seen as prone to casual sexual relationships and thus immoral. This stigma extends to their children; girls without fathers at home face difficulties in finding suitable partners. So, my mother put up with Jawdat’s abuse and infidelity, which had begun nearly as soon as they were married, hoping that one day he would return to his senses.

			My father took one mistress after the next, disappearing for days at a time. After Lena, for whom he’d tried to name me, my father started a relationship with a woman nearly twenty years younger than him. She was the sister of Adnan Kassar, a friend of Bassel al-Assad—the president’s eldest son and heir apparent, a square-jawed, sharp-eyed engineer, army officer, and commander of the Presidential Guard who liked to race through Damascus in his sports car. Adnan eventually asked Bassel to do something about the married man and father of two who was harassing his twenty-one-year-old sister. Bassel sent my father a warning by seizing a valuable plot of land in Jableh that overlooked the sea, where Jawdat had been planning to build a beach resort.

			My mother was terrified that the situation would escalate. She begged my father to stay away from the girl, but he wouldn’t listen.

			Not long afterward, Jawdat was placed under house arrest and his income cut out. My mother acted as any devoted wife would: Not wanting him to feel that this would impact his lifestyle or our family’s, and to prove her loyalty and worth, she gave my father everything she had inherited from her own father. Through these gestures of devotion, she hoped that he would come to appreciate her efforts and perhaps change his behavior.

			After a year, my father was freed—on the condition that he leave the country immediately. In 1994, when I was three years old, he moved to Sofia, Bulgaria. A few weeks later, my mother, sister, and I joined him there.

			I don’t remember much from that period, except for the white stairs leading up to our flat and the smell of burnt sugar and vanilla from a bakery across the street. My mother enrolled us in a school where we ate sour yogurt with every lunch and were forced to take naps on beds covered with thick brown blankets of itchy wool. The photos that remain show Alia and me in a park with nude statues, posing at their feet, looking up, pointing at the private parts with our hands covering our mouths.

			My father didn’t spend much time with us. When I asked my mother why, she’d say he was working. I remember being woken up in the middle of the night to the sound of them shouting at each other in French. The streetlamp backlit a big tree that cast scary shadows on my bedroom wall, and I’d cry for my mother. She would come in and hug and kiss me, and the familiar feel and sound and scent of her would settle me back down to sleep.
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			While we were in Bulgaria, Bassel al-Assad crashed his car speeding to the Damascus airport in a morning fog and died. On television, I watched the funeral cortege pass through streets packed with men and women in the throes of grief: screaming and crying hysterically, slapping their faces, pulling their hair. Syrian TV crews roamed the streets, capturing such scenes, and the footage was broadcast for the rest of the country to see on the only channel available, the Syrian state channel. Public schools, universities, and restaurants were closed for days thereafter.

			High-end hotels stopped serving alcohol. Bab Touma and Kasa’a—the squares in Damascus where young people would usually congregate and blast music from their cars—were empty. State TV showed images of Bassel galloping gracefully on his horse and scenes of the funeral overdubbed with recitations of the Quran. The Presidential Palace was grieving, and so did the rest of the country.

			First among the mourners was the new heir apparent, Bashar al-Assad, Hafez’s second son. Unlike his older brother, Bashar was not a well-known figure in Syria then.

			At the time of his brother’s death, Bashar was in the United Kingdom studying to become an ophthalmologist, far from the president’s inner circle and seemingly disinclined to politics.

			

			•••

			A few months after Bassel’s death, my father asked my mother to take Alia and me back to Syria. I never learned what prompted his decision; my mother had no choice but to obey. Though she had vowed not to help my mother if the marriage failed, my grandmother allowed us to move into her grand house in Damascus, on the condition that we share a single room—the same room that my mother had left six years earlier.

			Although I was very young, I could sense my grandmother’s anger at my mother through the many restrictions she imposed on us. Alia and I were never allowed to enter my grandmother’s room. When she was home, we could only leave my mother’s bedroom to use the bathroom. My mother bought a small TV and a small fridge—presumably because we were not allowed to use the main fridge in the kitchen—and we ate our meals in our room.

			Despite all of this, my mother tried her best to widen our world by taking us out almost every evening. She enrolled Alia in piano lessons. In photos of our small room, the floor is covered with coloring books and crayons. Not one of our birthdays wasn’t celebrated; our grandmother made an exception to her rule that we be confined to one area of the house. My mother would make our favorite food, bake a cake, and invite her friends’ daughters and a few of our school friends over.

			My grandfather’s presence was still felt in the house. His photos and many dust-covered volumes of books filled a full wall in the large living room. My grandmother forbade anyone to touch his belongings. Even his alcohol cabinet remained untouched. But not everything was kept away from us. Sometimes, when my grandmother was in a good mood, she would sit me down on her bed amid the smell of rosewater and flip through big leather photo albums, showing me pictures of Grandfather Ali and her in Brazil or Istanbul, posing in plazas full of birds. There were white marbled mansions, and so many photos of my mother as a young girl—with my grandfather, in a swimsuit on a swing in Istanbul, reading books. My mother had inherited her mother’s green eyes and the round shape of her father’s face.

			My grandmother told me my mother was my grandfather’s favorite. If my grandfather were alive, she said, he would never have allowed this mistake—this marriage between my mother and Jawdat. And although she never said it, I knew that my sister and I were part of this mistake; we were its consequences.

			“When we have our own house” became a mantra my mother would repeat whenever we got upset about my grandmother’s restrictions, but she didn’t have the means to realize this. Though she worked for the Ministry of Agriculture, she did not earn enough to cover rent, hire someone to watch us after school until she came home, and support us on her own. My father wasn’t sending any money.

			I recall speaking on the phone with him during this period when he was still in Bulgaria. My mother would dial his number on a white phone that she would set on the carpet and hand me the receiver. I would play with the phone cord, wrapping the tiny spirals around my thumb. I don’t remember what was said, only his sharp voice. Sometimes, he would simply hang up, and my mother would dial again. She knew he might never love us as her father loved her, but she wanted him to remain in our lives, even if he was not helping us financially.

			I was aware we needed money, but I didn’t want my mother to work. In the summer, when we didn’t have school and my grandmother would travel to Jableh to visit her relatives, Alia and I resented being left alone in the house. In the mornings, we’d wake up to a plate of stale cheese sandwiches our mother had left; we would watch cartoons in the living room, a forbidden space when my grandmother was home, until my mother returned.

			One of those days, while Alia and I were playing in the house—I must have been six or seven—I knocked over my grandmother’s antique divider in her living room, shattering the white mosaic around its edges. I was hiding under my bed when my mother came home. She screamed in anger, and I heard the clatter of the silverware drawer as she grabbed her favorite weapon, a large wooden spoon. It wasn’t the first time my mother hit me so hard it left my skin bruised. She would often shout that she had given up everything to raise us properly. But when she wasn’t angry, she reminded us that she loved us more than anything. We were all she had.

			Sometimes, we would visit a friend she had known before marrying Jawdat, and my mother would weep as they sat together. We never understood exactly what they were talking about, but I would run to her and hug her, begging her not to cry. At home, I would pick jasmine flowers from the garden, threading them together to make her a necklace.
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			Right after I finished second grade, I remember my mother calling family friends to tell them that Grandmother Wadia wanted us out by the end of the summer. It seemed like a desperate attempt to shame my grandmother for evicting us, or perhaps she was just seeking advice. Around this time, I remember her sobbing on the phone, speaking to my father in French. He promised to send money on one condition: We would have to leave Damascus for his hometown of Jableh, and indeed, one day, my mother announced that we were moving into a newly renovated apartment in Jableh, in the same building as my uncles, my father’s brothers. In our new home, we would be surrounded by Jawdat’s large family: His mother, my grandmother Tamra, lived across the street and owned several of the neighboring buildings, including the one next door where one of his sisters, my aunt Fadia, lived. Aunt Fadia’s daughters, Leen and Lama, were the same age as Alia and me, and we would become instant friends. Other aunts, uncles, and cousins, like my father’s other sister, Aunt Samia, were just a few neighborhoods away.

			I don’t recall much about leaving Damascus or even saying goodbye to Grandmother Wadia. I just remember how thrilled I was with the size of our new apartment. Although Alia and I would still share a bedroom, our living room was spacious, and we could move about it freely, which was wonderful. I remember riding my scooter through our bedroom with its large windows and down the hallway into the massive living room. I stood on the beautiful marble counters in the kitchen and smelled the fresh paint on the cabinets.

			My first mornings in our new home, I would lie in bed with eyes closed, listening to the sounds from the street—sellers pushing carts of vegetables freshly picked from nearby fields, promising their corn was honey-sweet. In Damascus, the only noises we heard were occasional ambulances, car horns, and music blasting from cars, especially after nightfall. There were no street sellers in Grandmother Wadia’s neighborhood, just a few upscale supermarkets.

			Sometimes, when I heard the fish sellers, I would leap from my bed, rush to the balcony, and watch the silvery scales of large fish shimmer in the sunlight. Housewives across the street bargained from their windows, and the fish seller left his cart unattended during deliveries because everyone in the neighborhood knew each other, and no one dared steal from the guy we all depended on. In Damascus, I only knew the neighbors in my grandmother’s building, but in Jableh, the balconies were so close together that women would shout good morning to each other. Conversations would erupt spontaneously—one woman on one floor with another on another floor—until others joined in, eventually leading to morning coffee invitations.

			

			•••

			The transition was hard on my mother. For the first few days, she was on the phone with her friends in Damascus, sobbing constantly. She didn’t know anyone in Jableh except my father’s relatives. She had uprooted herself from everything and everyone she knew so Alia and I could grow up in the comfort of our own home, with our large family—my father’s, the one that mattered.

			My father had nine siblings, and those nine families produced thirty-five children. Everyone would gather at Grandmother Tamra’s, a repulsive house whose living room with its bulky, unmatched couches had a large window overlooking a dusty loquat tree. All of the windows were always open, and flies meandered in and out, perhaps attracted by the smell of olive oil and fried eggs—my grandmother’s favorite meal.

			My mother had a few blurry photos of my father from our days in Damascus and Bulgaria, but nothing could match the portrait permanently displayed on Grandmother Tamra’s living room wall. In it, he was wearing a white shirt with a collar that nearly reached his earlobes. My grandmother proudly told me that she had pressed it with cornstarch specifically for this day, the one where his photo was going to be taken at the studio. In his mid-twenties in the photo, Jawdat was admittedly handsome, with thick eyebrows and big brown eyes. Of my grandmother’s nine children, my father was the only one whose picture hung in her room.

			Whenever Tamra heard my voice in the house, she called me to come and sit by her bed because she said I was blessed with the scent of her eldest and favorite. He was the one who defined her identity: “Oum Jawdat,” mother of Jawdat, as she proudly called herself. We were told that Jawdat had made the careers of his brothers and had sent her the money she used to buy the buildings she owned in Jableh. Her favoritism was legendary: My aunts often joked that it was better to curse God than Jawdat. I later heard that my grandmother didn’t speak to her sister for nine years after an argument during which my great aunt had said she hoped Jawdat would never return from his travels.

			I didn’t like Grandmother Tamra. Whenever she kissed me, I felt the saliva on my cheek, wet and sticky, as if she had licked my cheek with her tongue. When she wasn’t looking, I would try to bring my shoulder to my cheek to wipe her spittle off. She smelled of rubbing alcohol and had a hairy black mole right on the tip of her chin. Her hands shook, and she often drifted into sleep and murmured as if she were conversing with someone. Sometimes, she stretched out her leg, took a long needle, and injected something into her thigh. When I looked away, she would laugh and tell me I should look and learn because I might get diabetes like everyone in our family someday.

			My aunt Samia was Tamra’s main caregiver. She was loud, always shouting on the phone at her husband or her son, Hamada, for not studying. Though she lived a few neighborhoods away, she came to Grandmother Tamra’s most days to make sure she was taking her medicine, help her with her business, and ensure her renters were paying on time.

			

			•••

			I loved the summer in Jableh for the freedom I enjoyed there. During summers in Damascus, when my mother didn’t take us to the park, Alia and I were only allowed to play in front of Grandmother Wadia’s building. We could not go beyond the gate because my mother worried that we would get hit by a speeding car. In Jableh, the streets were narrow, and cars drove more slowly. Children played outside, their mothers shouting from the balconies for them to come home for meals. My mother bought me a bike that I would lock under Grandmother Tamra’s stairs.

			When I wasn’t playing with my cousins and Alia, I would go to a nearby store and buy bags of bright pink cotton candy. I never had to carry cash; the cashier knew me and kept a running tab of what I got for my mother to pay later. Sometimes, a small truck came and fumigated the neighborhood, leaving it stinking of something like diesel fuel. It was supposed to leave a film on stagnant water and kill mosquito larvae. We would run behind the truck and try to lose each other in the white cloud of spray. We rubbed each other’s arms afterward to sniff and see who smelled the worst.

			On most summer evenings, right before sunset, my mother and my aunts would take all of us kids to the corniche, Jableh’s seaside promenade, which the French had built and lined with a marble wall half a century before. The corniche smelled of flavored hookah smoke, nuts toasting on carts, and boiled sweet corn. My mother would buy us whatever we wanted before we mobbed the patio of one of the many coffee shops along the water. There, we watched the sun sinking into the sea, as children and mothers had done for thousands of years. Young men jumped from big rocks into the water, as they had done for just as long, each one trying to impress the girls who acted as though the boys were not putting on a show for them.

			I was mesmerized by the sea. Although I had seen it before on our short trips to Jableh to visit my grandmother, living near it was entirely different. The scent of the sea permeated my home, a constant soothing presence in the air. When we strolled along the shore at various times of the day, I noticed how the water seamlessly merged with the sky, both sharing the same hue. During sunset, the shimmering glow—white, yellow, and finally red—would vanish when the sun disappeared and all went black. Fishing boats chugged out from Jableh’s marina to net fish that schooled just beneath the surface after dark. I saw their little lights out there in the darkness, away from the shore and the roaring cars, honking horns, and blaring music. It must have been quiet there, with only the sound of water lapping against the sides of the boats, the thud of feet, the splashes of the nets being tossed out and pulled in, and the flopping of the fish against the dock.

			

			•••

			In the weeks that followed, my mother had to make a few trips back to Damascus to retrieve what remained of our belongings at Grandmother Wadia’s. On the first of these trips, Alia and I stayed at Aunt Fadia’s with Leen and Lama. Because we were Jawdat’s daughters, Aunt Fadia knew she couldn’t hit us when we did something she didn’t like; instead, she would hit her own daughters. Sometimes, she would punish them by putting their heads in the toilet for reasons I can’t recall, and later, we could hear them sobbing as they washed their hair. When my mother returned, we begged her not to leave us there again.

			The next time my mother left, Grandmother Wadia came to stay with us. During that short visit, I discovered a side of my grandmother I hadn’t seen before. She was loving and cooked us delicious meals, braiding my hair every night before bed. When she learned that Alia and I had never been to the shrine in the nearby hills, she immediately took us. Visiting the shrine became a tradition every time she visited us in Jableh.

			“You only have one mother,” my mother replied when I asked if she was still angry with Grandmother Wadia for forcing us to move to Jableh. I didn’t understand why I should forgive people just because there was only one of them. It was a phrase I hated, probably because my mother often used a similar one when she insisted that I speak with my father, though he was mostly silent on the other end of the line. I would often pretend he was talking to me because I knew my mother would be upset if she realized he wasn’t—or that he had already hung up.

			Sometimes, when we were running low on cash, she would have me or Alia read to him on the phone from a piece of paper that said things like “Our fridge is empty. We are hungry.” He would call our mother a whore and hang up, or he’d yell and accuse us of only calling him for his money, which was true. I dreaded these conversations so much that when I sensed my mother was about to ask one of us to get on the phone, I would drop what I was doing, run to my room, and hide in our closet. But inevitably, when I heard Alia’s cheerful voice greeting our father on the other end of the line, I would feel jealous. Other than money and his portrait on my grandmother’s wall, his voice was the only thing that made me feel like he was real. That I, too, had a father. Something every girl needed.

			During this time, my father was synonymous with the smell of gray 500-lira bills, with knocks on our door and men in black leather jackets, their faces grim and guns often on their hips, showing up to hand my mother envelopes of cash. I remember my mother laying the bills out on the dining table, budgeting so they would last us until the next time he sent money—a tall order, since she never knew exactly when that would be.

		

	
		
			Three

			In September, every house in Syria, rich or poor, makes Makdoos, small eggplants stuffed with red pepper paste, walnuts, and garlic pickled in olive oil. They are a staple of Syrian cuisine. The eggplant harvest season is short, spanning just the first two weeks of September, and families usually make enough Makdoos to stock up their pantries for the coming year. This means days of constant labor: cracking walnuts with a wooden mallet, peeling and mincing hundreds of garlic cloves, boiling the eggplants, then salting and pressing them with the heaviest items in the house to squeeze the water out, and grinding pounds of sweet red peppers into a paste, which is spread on silver trays and left to dry in the sun on a balcony or rooftop.

			Our first fall in Jableh, my mother dried her peppers on the balcony outside my bedroom window. For days, the room and the entire neighborhood were bathed in the aroma of red pepper. Once the pepper paste had dried, my mom mixed it into a large bowl with the other ingredients, pressed the stuffing into the eggplants, placed them into large glass jars, and smothered them with olive oil that had been squeezed earlier in the month in my family’s village. Grandmother Tamra had sent us enough oil to last the whole year.

			Once the jars of Makdoos were sealed and put away, it was time to bring out the wool floor rugs that had been tucked away in the summer, unroll them, and hang them in the sun to air out the mothball smell. Many families would show off their best-looking rugs, a measure of wealth, on their front balconies and hang the ugly ones in the back.

			As the rugs were brought back inside, the school year would begin. Our new primary school was a few minutes’ walk from the apartment. I remember our mother standing on the balcony when we set off, watching us until we disappeared. Alia and I would hold hands the entire way, and if we heard the class bell ring, we would separate and run.

			In Jableh, the school day started with a mandatory ritual called the slogans assembly. Everyone from first to sixth grade would line up in rows in our uniforms: the folar, a three-cornered neckerchief that was a different color for each grade; a knee-length brown apron; and a side cap with the Ba’ath pioneer logo. The caps were only worn during the slogans assembly. They were thin and always slipped from our heads, and when the assembly was over, we’d jam them into our pockets or use them to smuggle sunflower seeds, gum, or cookies into class.

			As we stood facing the boxy, orangish building, our principal, Jameela, would appear holding a thick wooden stick in one hand and a bell in the other. She would shake the bell, and the pitch of the sound often signaled her mood that day. When angry, she shook it so hard and fast that it produced a sharp, crisp chime that seemed to pierce the back of our heads. She would give one of the students from the front row the honor of holding up the Syrian flag. Then she would firmly remind us to stand up straight, like proper human beings. Once she deemed us ready, the call-and-response would begin.

			“One Arab nation!” Jameela would shout.

			“One eternal message!” we’d reply.

			“Our goals!”

			“Unity, freedom, socialism!”

			“Our leader forever!”

			“The entrusted Hafez al-Assad!”

			We would extend our right arms straight in front of us and reach slightly upward, with palms facing down and fingers pressed tightly together. While this salute might be associated with the Nazi Party in other countries, in Syria, at public schools and events, it was our physical expression of unity and loyalty. It served as a gesture of allegiance, a promise from us to the country.

			“Be ready to build and defend the unified Arab socialist community.”

			“Always ready!”

			At the end of each response, we’d stomp our feet. Sometimes, still half asleep, we lacked the energy to give Jameela the resounding stomping she wanted. If she did not feel the earth shake under her feet, she would ask us to repeat the response until she was satisfied with our conviction.

			Faded pages of Al-Ba’ath and Tishreen, the government-issued newspapers, patched up the broken panes of glass behind the rusted-wire-covered windows of our classrooms. The newsprint sheltered us from the wind and sun but never from the cold. We did not have electricity or heaters, and in winter, I kept my jacket on during class.

			My private school in Damascus was cleaner. We had a pool filled with little balls where kids would pee, and as far as I knew, it had only one framed picture of President Hafez al-Assad, which hung in the principal’s office. But in my new elementary school, his photos, words, and even stories about his childhood were a constant presence. Above the wide green chalkboard hung a large portrait of President Assad. On the opposite wall was a slogan in faded green Arabic calligraphy: “We are pioneers of the Ba’ath. We are the cubs of our lion.” In Arabic, “Assad” means lion, so we, the children of Assad, were referred to as cubs.

			

			•••

			We were told that, even in the winter, when he was our age, Baba Assad—Our Father Assad—used to walk miles and miles to school. Often, he would arrive with mud on his pants up to his knees. In other versions of the story, the mud reached as far as Assad’s hips. It would take me years to learn that these tales were not true. Baba Assad attended school in the city of Latakia, not in the mountains. But at that point in my life, I believed that Assad had built these schools for us so we wouldn’t suffer in the way he did.

			As a third grader, I enjoyed the stories of young Baba Assad and his struggles to secure an education. They made me admire the president and how much he struggled for us. I saw not just the school but everything around me as his gift: the hospitals, the corniche, the park near my house, the streets, the sea, the immense blue sky arching over Jableh. I loved him so much that I would sometimes tear up when I saw him on television. My favorite clip was one of his visits to a school in a village near Jableh. He strode into the schoolyard wearing his military uniform. The children were lined up in rows as we were each morning, holding his picture, chanting and crying, “With blood and soul, we sacrifice ourselves for you, Hafez.” The teachers were chanting, too. I loved this video and would fantasize about the president visiting our school one day.

			However, we disliked these stories when they were used to admonish us for being late to class, missing homework assignments, or failing to memorize the lessons as well as our primary teacher, Nada, demanded of us. “You are ingrates! You have no excuse to not work as hard as he did,” she would say. Most of the time, the shaming was directed toward the kids in the back rows.

			Seating in Damascus was based on our height; because I was short, I sat at the front. In Jableh, I initially chose an empty seat in the back of the classroom because I was new. But when Nada found out I was Jawdat’s daughter, I was enthroned in the front row, where I would continue to sit for the next four years of elementary school.

			As the school year progressed, I realized that our seating followed one simple pattern: The smart, well-groomed kids were at the front, and the unkempt kids who kept their heads down, either sleeping or trying not to be noticed, were always in the back. Nada would say that the sight of these children right there in front of her would ruin her mornings. It didn’t matter how often Nada slapped them, yelled at them, or reminded them of how thankless they were—they never changed. At that young age, it didn’t occur to me that children whose parents worked long hours to make ends meet might not have the support they needed at home to keep up with homework and studying. In Syria’s educational system, where a significant portion of learning occurred at home, those lacking parental involvement often fell behind.

			And yet we benefited from this. Whenever someone shouted while Nada had her back turned, or one of us hid the chalk, the blame would unavoidably fall on one of the students in the back, and we would watch them be punished for our transgressions.

			

			•••

			Regardless of where we sat, we were all forced to suffer through the Nationalist Socialist Education textbook, which was mandatory in all Syrian public schools. When we were handed our copies at the beginning of each school year, the words “Nationalist Socialist Education” stood out in a pitiless black font against a gray background. Two flags appeared beneath the words: that of the Ba’ath Party and that of the Syrian Arab Republic, bound by an olive branch casting a shadow over a map of the Arab world.

			A black-and-white smiling portrait of the president covered the first page. Inside, the book was divided into lessons, each representing the principles of the Ba’ath Party and its achievements. These lessons were structured around speeches the president had delivered, filled with quotations that would spill over from one page to the next, which we were required to learn word for word. We had to memorize definitions of democracy and instructions on how to build a strong and faithful population. We had to memorize what it meant to be a loyal citizen: Protecting the country, the Ba’ath Party, and our leader with our body and soul was an honorable duty. The lessons also covered Syria’s constitution and the structure of our parliament, and listed the names of health facilities, schools, and dams built for us by the Ba’ath Party and our president.

			One of the pictures included in the book was a snapshot of the president standing in a military uniform and sunglasses on the border of the Israeli-occupied Syrian Golan Heights, pointing at the Israelis—our enemies. When we reached this section of the book, Nada would explain to us that accounts of the killing of Jews in Europe were lies and these events had been fabricated by the United States to send Jews to Palestine.

			She would tell us that Syria, under the leadership of Hafez al-Assad, was the last standing bastion against such lies in the Arab world. Later, we would read and memorize a poem about a teenage girl named Sana’a Mehaidli, known as “the bride of the South,” a member of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party who, at the age of seventeen, blew herself up in a Peugeot filled with explosives as it passed an Israeli convoy in Jezzine, Lebanon. She was presented as a hero, an example to be followed. The fragments of her body lit our path to resistance.

			At that age, I didn’t understand the implications of any of this; I was more concerned with the daunting task of memorization. Missing a single word from one of the president’s speeches would cost you the mark for the whole question. Mercifully, some quotations were only two lines, and we already knew them by heart because they were painted on the school’s walls. Others were seemingly endless. I may have loved the president, but memorizing his words was torture.

			I took my revenge by flipping back to the president’s portrait on the first page. I would draw glasses around his eyes or doodle horns coming out from behind his bald head. When a kid from the year above me was caught doing the same thing, they sat him on a chair in the schoolyard and beat his bare feet with a thick wooden stick in front of the entire school.

			“How dare you mock the man who built this school for you?” the teacher shouted. I held my breath, watching as the stick hit his feet.

			Physical punishment was another thing that I had not encountered in my school in Damascus. But in Jableh, the threat of the stick was constant. “The stick is for those who disobey.” These words were scrawled atop our blackboard, right under Baba Assad’s portrait. There were two sticks for our twelve classrooms. Not knowing where the sticks were, the guilty students were forced to expose their upcoming punishment to all their peers by going from one classroom to the next, searching for the stick to bring back to the teacher. When the guilty student returned, the teacher would order them to step up to the podium and face the class so the rest of us could see what awaited if we misbehaved. The student would be asked to hold out their less-dominant hand, palm up, to receive the blows; striking the dominant hand would prevent the student from writing.

			I felt the pain and shame of that stick throughout my elementary education, more times than I can remember. Fear pulsed through my nervous system as I waited alone, in front of my friends, my arm outstretched, hand trembling, defenseless. Waiting. Eyes shut tight. The rod hissing as it quickly cracked across my skin. I would squeeze my hand under my armpit in a vain attempt to numb the pain before the next round of blows—two, three, maybe even four or five, depending on the severity of the offense, ranging from drawing with colored chalk stolen from Principal Jameela’s office to eating chips from a bag I’d hidden in my jacket. The sting would linger as I walked back to my desk and placed the bruised, puffed-up palm of my hand on the cold iron legs of my desk to ease the pain.

			Sometimes, when the teacher didn’t have time to fetch the stick, slapping was the quick alternative. It always followed the same ritual: Nada would remove the napkin she often kept in her fist to wipe away the chalk residue from her fingers. Then she would pull our ears a few times, swinging our heads left and right until we felt dizzy. This was followed by the sharp, stinging slap that sent pain radiating across the cheek as blood rushed to the surface. Occasionally, the imprint of her five fingers would remain visible for minutes afterward.

			No one was above punishment. Nada, who was to be my main teacher through elementary school, slapped even her own daughter, who was in the same class, for forgetting her homework. When I pleaded with my mother to ask Nada to stop slapping me, she said I was not special; I was going to be treated like everyone else. Being Jawdat’s daughter couldn’t protect me in this instance. If anything, Nada doubled the punishment of those of us who sat in the front when we were caught red-handed. As Nada would explain: One misdeed by a clever person is graver than a thousand by those who wasted oxygen in the back of the room. So, when I saw the other child who doodled on the president’s photo get punished, I ripped the graffitied page from my book and stuffed it into the bottom of my backpack. Once I got home, I tore it into tiny pieces and flushed it down the toilet.

			

			•••

			Later that winter, I witnessed my first “pledge of allegiance,” the process by which, every seven years, all men and women over the age of eighteen voted on whether they wanted Hafez to remain in power for another term. There were never other candidates to choose from; ballots simply asked voters to check “yes” or “no.” Our school was a designated election center.

			On the appointed day, the school’s halls were decorated with flags, portraits, and colorful ribbons hanging from the ceiling. Even though we had no classes that day, attendance was mandatory. We wore our full uniforms, including the little side caps with the Ba’ath Party logo. We lined up on each side of the schoolyard’s rusty front gate to greet people as they came to vote, waving flags and portraits of the president. When a voter approached the gate, we opened our arms to welcome them, then clapped the Ba’ath clap: five claps in quick succession, then another five, then three more, and chanted, “We will sacrifice our blood and souls for you, Hafez!”

			Inside the school building, Jameela encouraged us to observe the voting process in her office. Voters were gathered around two blue cardboard boxes, while others were standing by a white plastic table. The people at the table would record the voters’ ID numbers on their ballots before sliding them into the blue boxes. I saw one voter write his name, then prick his thumb with a silver needle, marking his “yes” vote in blood. Another voter repeated the act, then a third and a fourth. The cheering coming from the office drew more kids in to see what was happening.

			Days later, the election results were announced: 100 percent of Syrians had voted “yes.” Hafez gave a speech congratulating the population for choosing what was best for the country. Our president, who had been in power for twenty-nine years already, would remain in the palace for another seven years.

			

			•••

			In the winter, our apartment smelled of citrus and laundry detergent. My mother believed that oranges would strengthen our focus. She would set the peels on the heater until they wrinkled and turned black, saturating the air with their burnt sweetness.

			But vitamin C never seemed to help me, though I am not sure what would have. I was always distracted. I would sit on my bed trying to study and forget about my homework as I gazed out the window. The sky would often be dense with clouds, giving way to downpours and thunderstorms. Sometimes, hail would hit the balcony like a drumroll, hammering away at the concrete. The electricity would often cut out, the lightning would flash through the window, and sheets of rain would blur my view of the building Grandmother Tamra owned across the street. Meanwhile, our clothes hung on a drying rack near the big heater, the rising steam filling the apartment with the sweet, floral scent of detergent.

			Alia and I worked in separate rooms, one of us in the living room and the other in the bedroom, trying to memorize our lessons. Alia had always been a better student than me and incredibly fast at memorization. She would get angry when my mother wouldn’t allow her to watch TV until I had finished my lessons. Sometimes, if my mother was napping, and we had written homework, Alia would do mine for me so we could be done and the three of us could watch TV together.

			As in Damascus, the spirit of my grandfather Ali loomed over us. An enlarged photo of him and my mother hung in the living room. My grandfather was seated in a leather armchair, my mother leaning against him, smiling at the camera. The flash reflected off a small glass of some drink on the side table. I later learned that the photo was taken during one of the many parties my grandfather threw at their house in Damascus, where poets, politicians, and family friends would gather and talk until dawn.

			Physically, my mother hadn’t changed much since the photo was taken. She still had the same large eyes, short, light brown hair, and wide smile. I didn’t inherit much of her appearance: My curly hair and round eyes and jaw often led people to liken me to my father.

			On another wall of the room hung a beautiful oil painting of Istanbul, with the Bosporus and its small fishing boats presided over by a mosque, which had belonged to my grandfather Ali. My mother had promised Alia and me that she would take us to Istanbul when we were old enough and show us where her family had lived when Grandfather Ali was working at the Syrian consulate. She would take us to the places we heard about in the stories she had told us growing up.

			My mother was a great storyteller. She talked nonstop about her life before my father, about her trips with Grandfather Ali, his warmth and intelligence, the food and the friends they enjoyed, and how happy she was then. At that time, I didn’t appreciate how difficult it was for my mother to live in Jableh. She was almost always home—to the point that, throughout my childhood there, I never
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