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For Mama,
the captain of our ship.

For Ibrahim, Emile, Samir,
Alexandra, and Samira. Francois,
Daoud, and George. The heroes
I needed all along.
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“Peace to every bed you’ve ever slept on.
Peace to every floor too.”

— suheir hammad






Prologue - 1,268 miles

It feels like a fever dream now, looking back. It’s a moonless night and I am standing along a dense curtain of pine trees on the side of a country road not more than a mile from the Mississippi River. I am standing next to my car, stretching my legs, looking up at the stars, and wondering if I’ll make it to Houston before the sun rises when I am startled by a low-rumbling growl coming from the land next to the small farmhouse across the road behind me. The growl is joined by a second and then a third. The growls turn to snarls and then comes the sound of long-nailed paws digging into the dirt, faster and faster, louder and louder. I can’t quite see the beasts but I hear them as if they are ten paces from huffing their hot breath onto the back of my neck. By now I am certain the only thing separating us is a ditch and one lane of road. Scary as they are, there’s something hypnotizing about them, but I manage to snap out of it, jump into the driver’s seat, and slam the door shut just in time. In my side mirror as I drive away, I see only a trail of dust kicked up by my accelerating tires. I wonder to myself, did I imagine that? Or, if I’d waited just a few more moments, would I have come face-to-face with those beasts? The ones that came running from the other side of the darkness.

Nearly a century ago, a man named Robert Johnson wandered these same roads—then made of dirt—with a guitar in his hand, and sang with a shrillness in his voice about a vicious hellhound chasing him through the woods. They say it’s likely he was singing about a practice that dates back to the time of slavery in which bloodhounds were sent out ahead of lynch mobs to chase down Black folks on the run for their freedom. Robert had a direct connection to this tradition of terror: Charles Dodds, the man who would have been his father, was chased out of town by one such lynch mob. Because of this, Robert’s mother Julia conceived him with another man by the name of Noah Johnson. What must it do to the mind of a man to know that he would not exist if it weren’t for such an act of inhumanity? As I crossed the Greenville Bridge into Arkansas, where Julia, Robert, and his siblings lived for a brief time before landing back in Mississippi, a realization began to dawn on me. Perhaps I relate to Robert so much because in each mile that I drive I carry the subconscious knowledge that if my father had not fled his native Palestine, driven out by hellhounds in human form, and met my mother in America, then surely I would not be here either. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d just encountered the ghosts of those very hounds that chased Charles and others like him. I wondered if the growls and snarls that pierced my ears had been some kind of haunted echo reverberating through time, and if, somewhere among those pines, the ghosts of the brave souls who never made it out of the forest were still running for their freedom.

Mississippi is a place I’ve returned to time and again to pay my respects to Johnson and the great many blues artists who in large part influenced almost all genres of American music from their pain and suffering, and from the joy they were able to procure in spite of it. It’s often a place that feels frozen in time, a time before racial integration; a place where, until the year 2020, the state flag contained within it the battle flag of the Confederacy, the flag those lynch mobs no doubt took pride in waving. And now Mississippi is the place I’ve brought my parents to, for it was they who gave me my love of music in the first place.

From Memphis, Tennessee, where Robert Johnson once attended grade school, and where the only known pair of photos of him were taken, we drive due south and in forty minutes reach Senatobia, Mississippi, where the singular country-blues guitarist, occasional drummer, and singer Jessie Mae Hemphill is buried. She called herself the She-Wolf, of course, for what is a hound to a wolf? She sang mainly of the ups and downs (“Run Get My Shotgun”), of love and lust (“Eagle Bird”), of life as a cowgirl (“Cowgirl Blues”), and despite her blues, made music you could boogie to (“Feelin’ Good”). Yes, Miss Hemphill could boogie with the best of them.

Her grandfather, Sid Hemphill, was recorded twice by the American ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax in 1942 and 1959, and Jessie herself was recorded in the following two decades by later field recordists George Mitchell and David Evans, but she mainly played in local and familial settings for most of her life until Evans returned and produced her first proper studio sessions in 1980. Her debut album, She-Wolf, was released the following year when she was just shy of 60 years old. In 1982 she appeared as part of a drum group on an episode of Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood. She spent the rest of the ‘80s touring Europe and winning W.C. Handy Awards—the highest achievement in the world of blues music. But none of that shit matters much to me because I know the realness and authenticity I feel when I hear “Run Get My Shotgun”. Compared to that, very little else seems to feel real these days. And the more people you meet who descend from places like Senatobia, the more you’ll realize that Jessie wasn’t singing no folk tales, she was singing people’s real lives.

Jessie suffered a stroke in 1993 that forced her to retire from playing and hung on for another thirteen years before passing from an ulcer in Memphis in 2006. She was laid to rest in Senatobia Memorial Cemetery, where my parents and I make our first stop to pay our respects at her tombstone. When we arrive, we find the slab of granite bearing her name knocked over and laying on its back, stuck in the mud of a recent rainstorm. My father and I attempt to lift the stone out of the mud and place it back in its proper position, but the mud had set and our hands alone are not enough to rescue it. We learn later that it wasn’t the first time her grave had been defaced.

Our next stop is Clarksdale, Mississippi, home to the infamous crossroads, The Crossroads in fact, found at the intersection of highways 61 and 49. Highway 61 is the namesake of what some consider to Bob Dylan’s greatest album, Highway 61 Revisited, released in 1965. The highway itself was constructed in 1926 and at the time ran north-south, from Dylan’s native Duluth, Minnesota, down along the Mississippi River and into the Delta, before ending in New Orleans. In the Delta, 61 will lead you to the towns where many blues legends were born and died, and as such has been the subject of songs dating back to the 1930s. In a way, it represented Dylan’s musical DNA, his own blues roots being carried up into the Midwest. And perhaps most notably, it’s said that right there at the intersection of 61 and 49 is where Robert Johnson sold his soul to the Devil in exchange for his otherworldly guitar-playing ability.

So now, a handful of years after my run-in with the hounds in the night outside of Rosedale, Baba and Mama and I are standing at The Crossroads, the place where Johnson sealed his fate, where the Devil doomed him to feel the hot breath of the hounds of hell forever on the scent of his trail. It’s one of the great tales of American folklore, and, if you believe it, then you also believe that were it not for that fateful moment in this fateful place, rock ‘n’ roll itself may not exist.

“I wonder,” Baba says, Mama’s arms wrapped around his waist, the last of his white cloud curls gently clinging to the crown of his bald head while the wind of an approaching storm threatens to blow them off entirely. Baba raises his face to meet the wind and speaks to the sky, “Where is George?” Baba is the Arabic word for ‘father.’ And George is a guitar-playing friend from Baba’s youth in Palestine who came to America and went missing some time in the ‘80s.

We’re also here because of the many family road trips we took in my youth that were soundtracked by a CD of the greatest hits of Cream, the British blues-rock trio consisting of Eric Clapton, Jack Bruce, and Ginger Baker. The CD features a live version of “Crossroads”—Cream’s take on Robert Johnson’s “Cross Road Blues”—that emphasizes Clapton’s god-like finger work on the guitar with a solo that is somehow slow and fast at the same time and clocks in at over two minutes. It’s one of the songs that, with its loudness and heaviness, perhaps helped mark a cultural shift from rock ‘n’ roll to simply just rock. As Cream ends the song, a voice, possibly Bruce’s, shouts over the excited ovation of the crowd, “Eric Clapton!” Every listen of this song, especially in those days, triggered a Pavlovian response from Baba, loudly echoing the voice with his own over the strong hum of a highway somewhere in America. It was in these moments that I learned the joy that music can bring a person, although it wasn’t until I became an adult that I learned the work one must do to maintain that joy, and the ways the world, and even your own mind, will try to rob you of it.

Perhaps because he sang that he was “Going down to Rosedale” on “Traveling Riverside Blues”, some residents of Rosedale believe Johnson bartered away his soul not in Clarksdale but in their town at the intersection of Highways 1 and 8, and there, standing out of the ground, is a historical plaque asserting as much. It’s a theory that Clapton seemingly affirmed when he included the Rosedale lyric in Cream’s rendition of Johnson’s “Crossroads”, but the more widely accepted story is that Johnson’s fateful meeting with Satan took place at the joining point of Highways 61 and 49 in Clarksdale. It’s also a theory that is denounced by Clapton himself in the 2004 documentary Sessions For Robert J, in response to a question about whether Johnson made the infamous pact with the Devil at all.“I choose to think not,” Clapton says. “The thing that comes through about Robert’s stuff is his innocence. It doesn’t sound like what he did was a calculated affair to be the best in the world. He’s not a show-off, none of his music is flashy or elaborate, it’s just perfect. It’s often really understated.” Clapton, who many consider to be the greatest guitarist of all-time, later says in the documentary that there are things that Robert Johnson does in the few dozen recordings he made in his lifetime that Clapton considers impossible. Clapton marvels at how he has to work very, very hard to even come close to emulating Johnson’s choices in fingerings and free-form structure, complex choices that somehow come across as rather relaxed.

The story, as it was told by another blues legend, Son House, is of the day Robert showed up to a gig that House was playing with Willie Brown in Robinsonville. When House and Brown were taking an intermission, Robert picked up one of their guitars and attempted to play. House knew him to be a proficient player of the harmonica, but his guitar playing that day caused such a racket that the patrons at the juke joint groaned for him to stop. So, perhaps in embarrassment, he got up and left. Johnson experts relay that he wasn’t seen again for a period of at least six months (although some say up to two years.) The shame he carried out of the juke that day was perhaps enhanced by the still-fresh pain of the loss of his wife, Virginia Travis, and their first child, both of whom passed while Virginia was in labor. He began his wandering across Mississippi soon after both this and the incident in Robinsonville, convinced by church-going folk that his playing secular music was the reason for Virginia’s death. It was during this period of wandering that his mythical meeting with the Devil is said to have taken place. When he re-emerged, the legend goes, he played the guitar like no one had ever heard and had the ability to play a song perfectly after hearing it only once. But he could never sit still for too long, so he took up the life of a “walking” bluesman—that is, a blues player who traveled from town to town playing juke joints and roadhouse nightclubs to keep money in their pocket. Some who knew him said that, in his wandering, his real aim was to find his biological father. He made it as far as Chicago, New York, Detroit, and even Canada before dying in his native Mississippi in 1938 at the age of 27. He managed to land two recording sessions before he left this earth, both of which took place in Texas—one in Dallas and the other in San Antonio. On these recordings, he sang of going down to the crossroads, to Rosedale, he sang of his friend Willie Brown, he sang of the Devil, and he sure did sing of those hellhounds.

So Baba, Mama, and I figured that here at The Crossroads was as good a place as any to send up a godless prayer. As good a place as any to look for a sign from George, who answers neither our prayer nor our calls.






Chapter 1 - 1,518 miles

All the signs seemed to point due west. The signs came from an unseen force that for years had been whispering directly into my soul, telling me that I’d find what I needed in California. The search for that elusive bigger purpose, the story that only you can tell, can be frustrating because you often don’t know exactly what it is you’re looking for. It may even appear of its own volition, unrelated to any prior effort you’ve made. Many of us seek it, few of us ever find it, and fewer still will know what to do when it comes within our reach. It was in the spirit of that great search that I arrived in Los Angeles in my early 20s full of the kind of optimism one can only possess at such an age, unsure what exactly my purpose was, but certain that I had one. Soon, though, that optimism was confronted with a recurring refrain. It would usually go something like this: I would tell people I was from Texas and they’d make insinuations that I was country.

I’d deny it vehemently for two reasons: firstly, because many of the country folk I knew growing up were white people who were proudly racist and I desperately did not want to be associated with them. Second, because the word is sometimes a derogatory suggestion of lesser intelligence. Now I ain’t the smartest man from the Lone Star State, but it’s one thing for me to say that, and, as we say, it’s fightin’ words for someone else to make the implication. When I’d get to telling those curious Angelenos about growing up where I did, in south-east Texas about an hour and a half from the Gulf, I’d get to realizing that my stories certainly had all the accoutrements of a country upbringing. I’d tell them, for example, about a high school house party that grew so full and boisterous that it spilled out into the street where, mere moments later, a full-grown cow came charging down the road. As this group of intoxicated teens ran towards it, we discovered that this four-hoofed cannonball had busted out of a nearby farm and was running for its freedom.

I’d also tell people that for a week every year in elementary school we were forced to dress up in cowboy clothes, down to the boots, and learn how to square dance. Then I’d tell them about how one year I was paired with a long-ponytailed girl named Holly whose family-owned horses and who would kick me in the shins with her brown boots every time I messed up (which was a lot). I’d explain that our school would host a mass square dance performance on Western Day where all of our parents would come to watch us promenade and do-si-do to the tune of “Tie A Yellow Ribbon ‘Round The Ole Oak Tree” and how I was forcing a smile because I was performing under threat of violence from Holly. I’d also tell people how the basketball court in the neighborhood where I grew up was next door to a horse stable and how, some nights, when my friends and I would play basketball until the lights went out, our only audience would be a row of horses, the occasional family of deer, and the big, bright stars of the wide and high Texas sky.

That court, deep in the heart of Texas, was bordered by a wooden fence and could be found in the back of our neighborhood, a neighborhood whose name was inspired by both Edgar Allen Poe’s The Raven and General Sam Houston of the 19th Century Texas Army, eventual Governor of Texas, whose nickname was also “The Raven”, and was given to him by the Cherokee Indians, after he ran away from home as a teenager and lived with the Cherokee for a period of three years. The names of the streets in our neighborhood were all inspired by both Poe and the Texas Revolutionary War (a colonial war which resulted in a massive swath of land being taken by force from Mexico and led to Texas being its own sovereign country for a decade before being annexed by the United States in 1845). True to Poe the neighborhood even had a cemetery right smack between two houses. Because of peculiarities like this, the neighborhood felt as though it was built old, and all the houses seemed to have a kind of spiritual slouch. It was painted with large strokes of green and brown and the occasional red and gray and was populated by towering pine trees much older than Texas itself. Even though its best days were largely behind it, there was a charm about the place that kept us all there for a while. When my best friend’s parents got divorced, his dad moved to another house about three stop signs from his mom. The back of the subdivision was where all the big houses were, and also where it flooded the most, so much so that there was a notorious culde-sac that was never developed because during flood season it took on so much rain that the stop sign nearly disappeared. The basketball court backed up to a clubhouse that was at least 30 years old. It was big and, like the neighborhood, had seen better days; it was made of paneled wood and its rear walls sat on tall stilts, a safeguard against the regular flooding we experienced. It had a covered, horseshoe driveway and behind it was a fenced-in, dirt-covered exercise and training area for the horses. Next to that, a BMX course made of dark brown mulch and sat among dense, tall pine trees, complete with dirt ramps and jumps. Behind that was a creek that, if you followed it, ran nearly fifty miles. It was on the banks of that creek that Germans settled in the 1840s, pushing out the Atakapa and Akokisa Indians who had inhabited the area for centuries. And it was along this creek in April of 1836 that General Houston’s army camped on their way to the Battle of San Jacinto, the final battle of the Texas Revolution, where they would defeat General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, paving the way for the founding of the Republic of Texas. But that wasn’t really of much import to us, because as my best friends and I grew into teenagers the creek became mainly a place we’d go on unsupervised walks with the girls we crushed on, where we’d act tough until a giant Texas rattlesnake slithered by, causing all of us to scream and yelp in the same high-pitched register and run scattered and scared back to the clubhouse where, if we were especially lucky, those girls might still kiss us at the edge of the forest by the tennis courts.

The thing about growing up in an ever-expanding place like Houston, where one neighborhood morphs into the next and the suburban sprawl doesn’t end until you hit farm country, is that by necessity it’s a car culture. There is no convenient public transit, no buses or trains to carry you from place to place, so having a car is essential. Because we spend so much time in our cars, it also becomes essential to make your car a place you feel good about spending a lot of time in. Out where I grew up, that typically meant trucks raised up so high you damn near needed a ladder to get in them, but over in the Black neighborhoods on the south side of Houston in the ‘80s and ‘90s, the expression was something different and much more beautiful. From those neighborhoods emerged the concept of a slab, an old school American car like a Cadillac, Lincoln, or Buick—think of the kind of cars you might associate with ‘70s blaxploitation films—modified with pearlescent “candy” paint, wire-spoked rims that poked out horizontally to such a degree that they were eventually dubbed “elbows”, custom neon designs that lined the interior of the hood of the trunk with messages like “Enough Said” and “Let Me Show U Tha Meanin’ Of Comin’ Thru”, and, of course, a banging sound system. The rims were of particular significance because for many years those specific wire rims were out of production, meaning there was a limited supply, which drove their value up into the four and sometimes five digits. In other words, the rims were a status symbol and anyone who had them on their car was immediately exalted into the pantheon of hood royalty. This also meant, though, that some people were willing to kill for a chance to sit on the throne. (For a brief period in my teenage years, these rims dueled for popularity with “spinners”, layered hubcaps that would continue to spin well after the vehicle had come to a stop. For years after pointing out these spinning rims to Baba, he would call me wherever he was in the world any time he saw them and exclaim, “Habibi! I just saw some spinneerrrrss!”) The images of these cars were a steady presence in my real life on trips into the city and on TV as I was growing up.

In almost every music video from a Houston rapper, you could all but guarantee there would be a scene that featured a line of slabs, often parked in a lot, trunks popped, and a cypher forming around them. It was the ritual of watching these videos that taught me there was a whole ecosystem of life in the parking lots of Houston. Men shot dice, or, if they were daring, played a game called Big Bank Take Little Bank, which involved two dueling gentlemen pulling stacks of cash out of their pockets to see who had more money on their person, and whoever had more would take the stacks that belonged to the man who had less. Those men made passes at women, the women sized them up, vendors sold barbecue and boudin, strangers became lovers and friends, friends became enemies, and it all happened around the popped trunks of those candy-painted slabs. And while I never had slab money, I did spend a summer’s worth of lifeguarding money to put a pair of twelve-inch subwoofers in the trunk of my little toaster-looking Scion xB. This was, of course, only after I spent time driving around with Baba’s 1970s JBL hi-fi speakers buckled into the back seat of Mama’s car.

What separates southern cities and towns from their west coast counterparts is the visceral driving experience. Where in a city like Los Angeles or San Francisco, most of a drive across town is likely to involve being stuck in traffic, in places like Houston and Baton Rouge and Atlanta and Birmingham, much ground can be covered in a relatively short amount of time, and with relative freedom too. This also means that you don’t have to be in a hurry to get where you’re going. In these places it can also be very hot most of the year, which means that if you can’t drop the top on your car, then your windows are certainly rolled down. This endless summer lifestyle directly affected the kind of music that came out of these places. The same way Mobb Deep sounds best playing in your headphones while riding the subway into Queens, there’s something about the way UGK’s “Wood Wheel” and OutKast’s “Player’s Ball” sound when being played out of a good sound system under a gigantic, sunny, southern sky. It’s almost as if the music has the ability to reach the heavens and harmonize with the air around you. It’s an experience that closes a circle, art referencing a kind of life worthy of making art about.

In the south, we revere UGK the way people on the west coast revere 2Pac, the same way people on the east coast view Jay-Z as untouchable. UGK were responsible for the beginnings of my taking some pride in my country identity. Within the world of hip-hop, which I lived and breathed as a teenager, there was a regional war going on. Some artists from New York City were saying that southern rap wasn’t “real hip-hop”, and I resented that because, like Jessie Mae Hemphill before him, not much felt realer than hearing Chad “Pimp C” Butler, one-half of UGK, talk his shit over bluesy guitar samples in the thickest country accent this side of the Mississippi. But perhaps no one resented it more than Pimp C himself, who coined the term “country rap tunes” to describe UGK’s music. It was Pimp C who, on the group’s 2007 song “Quit Hatin’ The South,” offered his own thoughts on the matter. After spicing his monologue with expletives (he was always one of the all-time great cussers), he punctuated it with, “Let’s put all y’all records on one side of the store and put all the country rap tunes on the other side of the store and see who sell out first!” He wasn’t arguing that whoever made the most money was “more hip-hop”, what he was saying is that his brand of southern rap music, his country rap tunes, spoke to a wide swath of real people who lived real lives; blue collar southerners, hustlers, and, to be sure, people dealing drugs and selling their bodies in the hopes that they might make their way to a better life. UGK were instrumental in my having some kind of pride about being country, and I wasn’t alone. UGK and OutKast and artists like them were certainly making music about the Black southern experience, but they arrived at a specific moment in time when the children of immigrants who had journeyed to the States in the ‘70s and ‘80s were becoming teenagers and college students. We first generation Americans were stuck in an in-between kind of place, we didn’t totally relate to our parents’ cultures, but, because of our parents, we also didn’t certainly relate to the dominant white culture. Those racist white kids I grew up with weren’t the kind of country I identified with, but UGK’s brand of it certainly was. We were Third Culture Kids, a term researchers Ruth and John Useem coined in the ‘50s. We Third Culture Kids in Texas, more specifically in Houston, were all subconsciously looking for something we could identify with at the exact moment that Houston’s hip-hop scene had its massive boom in the mid-2000s. For me personally, there was also the added layer of being Palestinian at a school of 4,000 students where there were maybe eight Arab kids total. So in addition to being a Third Culture Kid, I didn’t really get to grow up around my people. It’s a pothole in my life that I’ve been trying to fill ever since.

It might seem strange but the closest thing I had to identify with was the rap music of the city I was born in and grew up just outside of. Teenagers like me weren’t just fans of the music, rather, it became part of our identity. And a key part of the culture producing the music coming out of Houston was the automobile. Rest assured, for every element of a slab, there is a song by a Houston rapper to accompany it. The wood grain steering wheel? Slim Thug has a song for it that you can queue up right after UGK’s. The rims? Mike Jones has you covered. The trunk? Chamillionaire’s got it. The music you play while you’re riding? Paul Wall has a song about it. The crying you do inside of it? Megan Thee Stallion wrote one for you.

New York rap sounded the way it did in those days because it was made for headphones on the subway or a boombox on a street corner. I loved A Tribe Called Quest, but their music didn’t knock in my trunk quite the same as Lil’ Jon & The East Side Boyz. Southern rap was made for cars, to be felt in your whole body as well as in your mind, it was made to be shared out of booming systems, and for long nights spent gathered in a parking lot. The tragedy of Houston rap, though, is that many of our greats never got to see old age. Fat Pat, H.A.W.K., Big Mello, Michael Watts, DJ Screw, Big Pokey—and the list could continue on for some time—were all artists who contributed to our collective cultural reverence for four-wheeled avatars. It’s this kind of reverence for driving that helped make road trips second nature for me. Driving can be a sacred experience even when done solo; a conversation between you, the music, and the gods, so that when our heroes leave this physical realm, we take our cars outside, roll down our windows, and play their music so loud that they just might be able to hear us from where they sit, way up on high.

All this to say, my presence was very established in the parking lot of our high school. The sound system that rumbled in my trunk gave me a kind of confidence I hadn’t possessed before, the kind I lacked when school bullies had picked on me in the years prior. It’s not to say that those speakers kept me from being bullied, but they gave me license to walk with my shoulders back and my chin up. When the bass from Slim Thug’s “Diamonds” (the original, not the remix) rattled my whole car, I could feel the vibrations consume me from head to toe, and something about that experience allowed me to meet the eyes of kids in the hall. I certainly never would have won a game of Big Bank, but in attempting to recreate scenes from my favorite music videos I’d given myself a vital dose of self-esteem, and I just don’t know if that would have happened if I’d grown up anywhere other than Houston, Texas.

I grew up here as the son of two transplants. My mother was born in Ohio and bounced around with her family for a bit to places like Utah and California before returning to Ohio for her undergraduate degree. She wanted to be a teacher and the suburbs of Houston at the time had some of the best school districts in the country, so she thought it would serve her well to pursue her Master’s down here. It was at The University of Houston where she first met my father. They both agree that it was love at first sight. My mother’s life has had its own twists and turns, but those are stories for another time. As I’d later find out, though, Baba had lived at least two entire lives before he made it to Houston. His first life started in Palestine, in Jerusalem…






Chapter 2 - 33.4 kilometers

Hello, Son. This is your father, your Baba.

In my first life, I was born the second child and eldest son of two Christian Palestinians who, in 1946, a few years before I was born, got married and moved from the small city of Nazareth to the big city of Jerusalem where they found an apartment in the Musrara Quarter. My father, my Baba, was always a bit of a mystery, a Christian man who loved the sound of the Adhan (the Muslim call to prayer) so much that he listened to it over the radio every morning before work; when he was not listening to the Adhan, he enjoyed Arabic and European classical music. In our family it is tradition for the eldest son to name his eldest son after the newborn’s grandfather, so I was named for my grandfather who was kidnapped by the Turks during the time of the Ottoman Empire, taken to Syria, and hung. They said his crime was being an educator.

For a time, my father worked as a clerk in the field of criminal investigation, although he never told us much about his work; I know, Son, that you would like to imagine him as detective who might have cracked the case of an unsolved murder, but the thing you need to know about Palestine at that time is there was not very much violent crime, mainly petty thieves and small disputes. In our culture, if there is an issue between two people, usually their neighbors will serve as mediators until the situation is resolved.

My father apparently loved traveling by boat in the years before I was born. We have several photographs of him on boats and at ports as far away as Turkey (although I wonder why he traveled there, given what the Turks did to his own father.) My guess is he was making the most of his years as a bachelor and that he found the water, and traveling by boat, to be rather alluring.

My mother loved to sing old Palestinian folk songs around the house, sometimes she would even make up her own songs while singing to us. She wrote poetry in her free time. In 1948, while my mother was pregnant with me, British police came to our apartment in West Jerusalem saying that Zionist militias were ravaging the city, killing Palestinians, and told my parents and my sister (who was then barely one year old) that they should leave immediately and seek shelter. They assured my parents that they would be able to return once the violence ended. So they fled and sought refuge in the basement of Christ Church in East Jerusalem where I was born the following year. They were never allowed to return.

Eventually, in the 1950s, my parents were able to save up enough money to move into an apartment in East Jerusalem. When our money wore thin, my mother would sell pieces of her jewelry, precious wedding gifts, to help make ends meet. From a young age I learned that there is no shame in doing what you have to do to provide for your family. That same East Jerusalem apartment was shelled by the Israeli military in 1956 when they launched an unprovoked attack on Jerusalem (as well as parts of southern Lebanon) in an attempt to capture more of our land. The shelling began as my mother was bathing the feet of her children, my siblings and me, with a bucket of hot water. She had just bathed my eldest sister, Naifeh, and my middle brother, Emile, so she told my dad to flee to his mother’s apartment which was in a Christian convent. So he took Naifeh, Emile, a suitcase, and whatever else he could carry in his hands, and fled to my grandmother’s home. My mother, however, decided that she wasn’t going to let a few bombs stop her from bathing her children so me and my youngest brother, Samir, were made to stay with her. I guess she felt she still had just enough time to wash our legs and feet. “Aatini ijrak!” she commanded, reaching for my foot as I stood in a metal bucket. She did this as mortar shells were making impact nearby. I was seven years old. I laugh now, but only because we survived.

After we were sufficiently clean, she told me it was my job to carry a jug of milk so that she could carry baby Samir. With my free hand, I held onto her skirt for dear life. As the bombing grew closer and closer to us, we ran faster and faster, and I will never forget watching the milk spill out of the jug with each step we took, and how I felt terrible that I was spilling so much of it. We ran and hid at my grandmother’s home for a couple of nights, maybe a week; we were scared, but our mother made sure that we were clean. When we finally returned, we found that two Israeli mortar shells had struck our apartment, one landing in our kitchen and one directly in my bed. I try not to think about what might have happened if we’d stayed long enough for Mama to give us full baths.

After this incident, we moved to a new apartment in East Jerusalem within the walls of the Old City. My parents were socially progressive for their time; where it was commonplace that a wife must walk behind her husband, my parents would proudly lock arms on their outings. They also loved to throw dance parties in their apartment, and we have plenty of photo evidence of this. I believe it was our Filipino neighbors who first inspired my parents to dance, and our Armenian neighbors who took many of the photographs. At this same apartment, we also had Muslim neighbors; so every Ramadan it became a tradition for my siblings and I to sneak out some nights, climbing over the roof to get to their apartment where they would feed us a plate of their hearty iftar feasts.

I suppose I need to explain to you how the Old City is laid out. First of all, it is entirely enclosed by forty-foot stone walls; the walls are at least hundreds of years old, but in some parts over a thousand years old. The Old City is divided into quarters: the Christian Quarter, the Muslim Quarter, the Jewish Quarter, and the Armenian Quarter. There are several smaller “quarters” as well, such as the Syrian Quarter and the African Quarter. You can gain access to the Old City only by using one of seven ancient gates. Our new apartment was in the Armenian Quarter, which was most conveniently accessed by the Jaffa Gate, which also happened to be the most trafficked gate of that ancient city. Everywhere you walk there, cobblestone is under your feet, and every building is constructed from a sand-colored limestone. As you walk along the narrow and winding roads, you may pass kids playing soccer, marbles, spinning tops, or seven stones. Because we couldn’t afford a soccer ball, our version was played by stuffing a tube sock full of newspaper. We are nothing if not a resourceful people determined to enjoy life no matter the circumstances!

Seven stones is a beloved game among eastern children around the world. It is a two team game played as such: seven stones are stacked on top of each other, the pitcher of one team throws a small bouncy ball at the stones and knocks them over, as the pitching team attempts to reconstruct the stones back into their stack, the “hitting” team attempts to peg, dodgeball style, members of the pitching team. If you’re pegged, you’re out; you win by either successfully stacking the stones or getting all the stacking players out. The thrill we had playing these games, man, I tell you!

At any rate, walking those cobblestone streets, you will see doors of copper and brass, some giant, some very small, but either way, should you open one of them, you will enter a multi-level courtyard shared by four, five, maybe six stone apartments, all hundreds of years old; none of these apartments are particularly large, yet whole families live in them, as we did. To an outsider, you may feel as though you have wandered into a fantasy novel, but, to us, it is simply home. By the mid-1950s, however, it was clear that we would never be allowed to return to our original apartment in West Jerusalem as the Israelis had completely occupied the area. Even today if I wanted to go visit it, I would not be allowed.

As the eldest boy, I was made to be the caretaker of the pack. Every night after my five siblings went to bed, I, under my parents’ supervision, folded their school clothes and cleaned their shoes, arranging them all neatly so they’d be ready come morning. When my mother began to develop arthritis, I began to help with more household duties such as kneading bread dough and leaving it out for our local baker to pick up and bake. If my mother told me to run to the neighbor’s and fetch my brother for dinner, I ran right away, and, on one particular occasion, I slipped on the stairs and busted my head open, requiring thirteen stitches (done by a semi-blind nurse, by the way, and without any anesthesia). You see, this place we call home, Palestine, has witnessed our laughter and our tears, our sweat and blood, our music and our mischief, our life and death. We are witnesses of the land as much as the land has witnessed us.

The apartment in the Armenian Quarter is the place where I would grow up, where I matured from a boy to a man. A place with three very tiny bedrooms, two of which functioned as living and dining rooms when we had company, a small kitchen, and one bathroom. Somehow, eight of us eventually crammed ourselves in there. And it was in the courtyard of that apartment where we would put on plays for our neighbors, and concerts and gymnastics exhibitions and wrestling matches too! My younger brother Emile, the middle of our parents’ three sons, was always the orchestrator, and we happily followed his lead.

The streets of the Old City, by the way, are covered to an extent and there are many archways along the paths. Even during the day, because of the close quarters and narrow paths, some sections of this walk can be rather dark; on a particularly hot and sunny day, the shade provides a great relief, and on a rainy day, the walkway provides its own cover. The walk from our home to my school, St. George’s Boys School, was about five kilometers in my recollection, and here’s what I remember of it: once you exited the Armenian Quarter, you’d make a right turn and immediately on the left was the Ironsmith, from the Ra’i family, and then further down were the families Abu Leil and Musalam. Saleem Musalam was one of my schoolmates, I can recall that he had polio in one leg and eventually became an advisor to Yasser Arafat. At any rate, you’d continue further down until the street came to a T, this was the beginning of the Jewish Quarter. It was here where you’d make a left and pass by a grocery store owned by a one-eyed man named Barakeh; next to him was Abu Mustafa, the baker. The Namari family lived to the right, next to another ironsmith whose name I can’t remember. We’d continue our walk and have to pass our old apartment where strangers now lived, and I’d have a flash of a memory of that day I fled with my mother to my grandmother’s home.

Walking further down, and just before we entered Souk Al-Hasr, which is a market where they made spreads out of straw, spreads which you would use to sit on similar to a carpet. They also made chairs out of woven straw. At any rate, just before we entered the Souk, my other grandmother, on my father’s side, was moved into the building on the right side from the market on the second floor. So you’d walk through the souk (“market” in Arabic) and come to another T and to an area called The Bazaar; if we turned right here we could have taken one of two streets, either Souk El Lahmeen, which is the market of meat, or Souk Al Attareen, which is the market of spices, but it was faster to take the route through Souk El Lahmeen so that’s what we usually did. But walking through the meat market meant you had to walk through the stench of animal carcasses, which, if you’re not used to, is rather unpleasant. At the end of that street there were more archways that opened up to Khan El Zayt, a main street full of shops for clothes and food and sweets that stretches all the way to Bab Al Amud, or Damascus Gate in English; just before Damascus Gate, was the coffee merchant, Mr. Izhiman, who was situated right at the curve that goes into El Jabsheh Road which leads to the Christian Quarter.

From here, we exit the walls of the Old City and the roads become paved with concrete. That first road is Nablus Road. On the right hand side was Schmidt’s Girls School, where my three sisters went to high school. Also on the right hand side was the burial place of Jesus Christ, some shops, a bus stop, and eventually a gas station (owned by friends of our family). Then you come to an intersection; to the right, you’d go to Nuzha Street; to the left, you’d be on the way to Mandelbaum Gate, which was the border between East and West Jerusalem; in the middle was the American Consulate, and if you continued on straight you’d pass Abu El Abed’s little falafel shop and on the right you’d end up at St. George’s, with the YMCA across the street just a few steps further to the left. Also on the left was the home of one of my Greek relatives.

And that was my life for many years, between the jobs I held and the mischief my friends and I got into. I was of average height, curly, jet black hair (which I eventually grew into something of an afro,) and was rather athletic. I enjoyed gymnastics, basketball, volleyball, soccer, softball, and handball, and also I smoked cigarettes. I’ll never forget the day I smoked my first cigarette on a walk home from school, word got to my father before I’d even reached the doors of our enclave. Such was life in the Old City! St. George’s School was separated into four houses, not unlike Hogwarts: Brown, Green, Yellow, and Red. We were not sorted into these houses by a magic hat, and our living situation wasn’t anywhere near as posh, but at any rate I ended up in the Brown House. The most athletically gifted of us (not me, although I was more than competent) were placed onto varsity and junior varsity and competed against other schools. Because ours was a British private school, and had nicer facilities, usually the matches were held on our fields and courts. Aside from our interest in music, we also started the first youth theater troupe in Palestine, which eventually became El-Hakawati, The Palestinian National Theater. Although this was also mainly spearheaded by my brother Emile and his friends, I acted in several plays, productions of both original work and pre-existing material, our favorite of course was Shakespeare.

In June of 1967, just a few weeks after The Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s, a foundational album for us—Emile and I were sitting to take our high school exit exams when we felt a BOOM. We then felt its aftershocks and heard the rumble of tanks and then another BOOM. We knew immediately that we would not be finishing our exams that day. We knew that the Israeli military had come to capture the rest of Jerusalem. We darted out of the school and ran towards Damascus Gate. We saw officers in the Jordanian army (Jerusalem was under Jordanian control at the time) at the intersection of Khan El Zayt and El Jabsheh Road grabbing Palestinian teenagers and putting them onto trucks to go fight. They didn’t have tanks, only guns, and we knew that trying to fight tanks with bullets would have been futile and a death sentence, so we ducked off onto El Jabsheh Road and climbed inside the window of some random person’s house, scared out of our wits, and found our way to the roof. We hopped from roof to roof until we were away from the fracas and climbed back down, ran through the Christian Quarter until we reached the Armenian Quarter and made it home. Of course, our mother was very relieved to see us.

When we arrived, everyone was accounted for except for our father’s mother and our youngest brother, Samir, who had been off visiting cousins in Ramallah. Our immediate mission was to run and grab our grandmother and her mattress and bring her back to our apartment. We went back to her apartment, got her out, and ran home. The thing was, it was a straight shot from her home to ours, so if there was an Israeli sniper up on the roof, they could have seen all the way down the street. So I put the mattress on my back for cover and directed her and my brother to go in front of me and took a route that went through the Syrian Quarter. The three of us, running home while I balanced a mattress on my back like some sort of shield.

When we made it home, we found our family and neighbors taking cover in a shared bomb shelter, but we didn’t find my mother. A neighbor told us she had left to get my brother Samir, which was absolutely crazy of her to do. I laugh about it now. She was going to walk twenty kilometers to Ramallah? That would have been five or six hours for someone her age. And in the middle of an invasion? Come on, now. Apparently, she didn’t make it too far. The man who ran the newspaper stand across from Schmidt’s Girls School told her she was crazy and that she needed to run home and take shelter. We only found this out later because my brother Emile and I had snuck out to go and rescue Samir ourselves.

When we made it back out of the gates of the Old City, that’s when I finally really saw the carnage of war for the first time. I remember we saw one car, the whole family was in the car, and it had been run over by an Israeli tank. We walked a little further and saw a familiar face: the man we bought our kerosene from. He had been shot in his truck. These were civilians running away, trying to escape the bombing.

It was getting dark when we happened upon an Israeli military checkpoint. I told the Israeli soldier we were trying to get to our brother in Ramallah. He said, “If you walk any further, I’ll shoot you.” We turned around and started walking the other way, but we weren’t about to go back home. So we climbed a hill and lo and behold what did we see? We saw a house. So I go and knock on the door and start shouting to whoever is inside, “Hey! We need your help! We need to stay overnight!” And who comes to the door? The ironsmith I mentioned earlier, Abu Ibrahim. His last name, as I mentioned, was Ra’i, which means shepherd. In hindsight I find that all to be quite cosmic. He welcomed me and my brother, he gave us food and water and allowed us to stay the night. The next morning, we used our knowledge of the hills of our land to avoid that military checkpoint and reach Ramallah to get my brother. On our way back, we found a huge tin of butter. And I mean huge. I remember I wanted to bring it back for my family, but it was just too heavy so I abandoned it. We saw many more dead bodies on our way back. When we finally made it home, we found our mother hiding with our neighbors in an underground bunker. Mama kissed the ground and hugged us so very tight.
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