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  Chapter one
Seeds of Mistranslation


The worry beads click between Tamir's fingers, one after another, a rhythm that fails to soothe the jagged edges of his thoughts. He stares at the worn rug spread across their Queens apartment floor, its faded patterns blurring as his mind drifts back to Damascus. The beads stop momentarily as his body tenses, another memory surging unbidden through the fragile barricades he's built. Five years, and still the sounds of shells tearing through concrete walls feel as fresh as yesterday. 
The screams come first in his memory, high, terrified wails cutting through the rumble of collapsing buildings. Then the thick, choking dust that coated his tongue and nostrils, making each breath a struggle. His parents had been three blocks away when the bombs fell. Too close. Far too close. Tamir's fingers tighten around the beads until his knuckles whiten, the small wooden spheres digging painful crescents into his palm.
"Not again," he whispers, so softly the words barely disturb the air. His shoulders hunch forward as if to protect his vital organs from shrapnel that isn't there.
In the kitchen, porcelain clinks against metal. Allegra moves with purpose, her motions fluid and assertive where his are hesitant and contained. The copper teapot hisses as she lifts it from the burner, steam rising in translucent curls. Tamir watches her from beneath heavy lids, noting how her wavy black hair catches the late afternoon light filtering through their small window. Even doing something as mundane as preparing tea, she commands the space around her, bending it to her will.
"You're back there again, aren't you?" she calls over her shoulder, not needing to see his face to know where his mind has wandered. Her green eyes, when she finally turns to look at him, hold a flicker of something unreadable. Not quite sympathy. Something hungrier.
Tamir's jaw clenches. "Just thinking." The lie falls flat between them.
Allegra's lips curve into a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Your hands always give you away, habibi." She pours the steaming Lebanese tea, strong enough to stand a spoon in it, the way he prefers, into two small glasses, adding mint leaves that release their fragrance into the rising steam.
She approaches with deliberate steps, her hips swaying slightly beneath her loose dress. The tea glasses clink as she sets them on the coffee table; the sound making Tamir flinch. Too similar to the sound of falling debris.
"Here," she says, handing him a glass. "It will calm your nerves."
Their fingers brush during the exchange, hers lingering a moment too long. The contrast is stark, her animated gestures against his rigid posture, her confident stride against his perpetual tension. She takes her place beside him on the couch, close enough that her thigh presses against his. Tamir shifts almost imperceptibly away, but the small apartment leaves him nowhere to retreat.
"I've been thinking," Allegra says, blowing gently across her tea. "About your appointment with Dr. Ellis tomorrow."
Tamir takes a scalding sip, welcoming the burn that momentarily displaces his anxiety. "What about it?"
"The clinic's interpreter canceled last-minute." Her voice is casual, but her eyes track his reaction with predatory focus. "They offered to reschedule, but I told them I could step in."
The tea suddenly tastes bitter on his tongue. "You... what?"
"It makes perfect sense," she continues, setting her glass down and turning to face him fully. Her hand comes to rest on his wrist, thumb stroking over the point where his pulse jumps beneath thin skin. "I'm a certified interpreter. We'll save on the interpreter fees. And wouldn't you be more comfortable with me there? Someone who understands not just your words but the context behind them?"
Tamir stares at her fingers on his skin, feeling trapped by her touch and her logic. The thought of Allegra sitting in on his therapy sessions, hearing him pick through the rubble of his trauma, witnessing his weakness, makes his stomach clench. But her reasoning is sound, pragmatic. The fees are steep, and their budget is already stretched thin.
"I don't know," he manages. "Therapy is supposed to be private."
Allegra's grip tightens slightly. "Nothing between us should be private, habibi. We're in this together, remember? Everything we've survived." Her voice drops, becomes softer. "Let me help you. Please."
Her persuasion wraps around him like silk, binding him without visible restraints. Tamir sighs, his resistance crumbling like the buildings in his nightmares. He nods once, a sharp movement.
"If you think it's best," he concedes.
Allegra's smile blooms, genuine this time, satisfaction lighting her features. "I do." She leans forward, pressing her lips to his cheek, leaving a damp imprint. "You'll see. This will be good for both of us."
She rises in a smooth motion, collecting their glasses though neither has finished their tea. As she moves back toward the kitchen, a subtle energy radiates from her, excitement poorly concealed beneath a veneer of supportive concern.
Alone on the couch, Tamir resumes clicking his worry beads, faster now. Something about her eagerness unsettles him, but he can't articulate why. Perhaps it's just his paranoia, another symptom of his fractured psyche.
In the kitchen, Allegra rinses the glasses, her back to him. She hums a Lebanese folk tune under her breath, her movements carrying a new lightness. Finally, she thinks, a chance to inject some life into their relationship. Months of tiptoeing around his trauma, of sexless nights and his flinching away from her touch, have left her parched for excitement, for the power she once wielded so effortlessly in their homeland.
She dries her hands on a dish towel, watching Tamir's hunched figure reflected in the window glass. His vulnerability stirs something in her, not compassion, but a darker hunger. The therapy sessions are perfect,  a controlled environment where she can reshape his narrative, where she can translate his fears into something more useful to them both.
Allegra's reflection smiles back at her, a private expression of anticipation. She maintains her outwardly supportive demeanor as she returns to the living room, settling a gentle hand on his shoulder.
"Everything will be better soon," she promises, meaning every word, though not in the way Tamir assumes.
He nods again, eyes fixed on the faded rug, unaware that his agreement has opened a door he may not be able to close.

      ***The fluorescent lights of Dr. Ellis's clinic buzz overhead like trapped insects, casting a sickly pallor over Tamir's skin. He shifts in the plastic chair, its edge digging into the backs of his thighs. The antiseptic smell burns in his nostrils, too reminiscent of makeshift field hospitals where the wounded moaned for relief that rarely came. Beside him, Allegra sits with her notebook open, pen poised, her posture relaxed where his is rigid. Her knee brushes against his, a touch that feels both reassuring and invasive.
Dr. Ellis sits across from them, a wooden desk creating a barrier between doctor and patients. The therapist adjusts his wire-rimmed glasses, peering at Tamir with clinical interest. His blue button-down shirt is crisp, his posture professional but not unfriendly. A framed diploma on the wall behind him catches the light, its glass surface reflecting Tamir's own tense expression back at him.
"Let's start where we left off last time," Dr. Ellis says, his voice measured and calm. "You mentioned recurring nightmares."
Tamir's throat tightens. The words stick there, reluctant to form. His fingers seek the worry beads in his pocket, but they're not there; security had made him empty his pockets upon entering the building. The absence of that small comfort makes him feel even more exposed.
"Yes," he finally manages. Allegra's hand settles on his forearm, her touch light but insistent.
"It helps to describe them in detail," Dr. Ellis encourages, pen hovering over his notepad. "The more specific you can be, the better we can address the underlying anxieties."
Tamir swallows hard, his mouth dry. "It's always the same one. I'm running through Damascus, trying to reach my family's apartment building. There's smoke everywhere. I can hear shells falling." His voice cracks slightly. "But that's not the worst part. In the dream, I reach the building, and everyone is still alive, my parents, my sister, our neighbors. They're all there, standing at the windows, looking down at me."
Dr. Ellis nods, scribbling notes. "And then?"
"They see me, but they close the shutters. Lock the doors." Tamir's hands clench in his lap, nails biting into his palms. "Everyone I trusted... they left me behind. And then the bombs come, and I watch it all collapse, knowing they chose to die without me."
Dr. Ellis turns to Allegra, speaking in the measured tones of a professional used to discussing trauma. "Could you translate that for me, please?"
Allegra nods, her green eyes flicking briefly to Tamir before she speaks in Arabic. The words that flow from her lips are familiar yet subtly altered. The betrayal Tamir described becomes "abandonment that leaves him aroused and ashamed." His fear transforms into "excitement at being excluded from intimacies." Words about "voyeuristic pleasure" appear where he had spoken only of loss.
Tamir's head snaps toward her, brow furrowed. "That's not—" he begins in English, but Allegra continues seamlessly, her translation flowing into further elaboration that he never provided.
Dr. Ellis, understanding none of the Arabic exchange, watches with professional interest. "What was that?" he asks Tamir.
"Nothing," Allegra interjects smoothly, her smile reassuring. "He was just confirming a detail I asked about. Please, continue."
Tamir stares at her, confusion clouding his features. Had he misheard? His Arabic has grown rusty in America, sentence structures sometimes slipping away from him in moments of stress. Perhaps he simply misunderstood her more formal interpreter's Arabic.
"Let's explore the emotional response to this betrayal dream," Dr. Ellis continues. "How does it make you feel when they shut you out?"
The question draws Tamir back to the session. "Powerless," he says, the word bitter on his tongue. "Like everything that matters is happening behind walls I can't breach."
Again, Allegra translates, but her words twist his meaning. She speaks of "erotic helplessness" and "arousal from being denied participation." Her voice remains professional, but there's an undertone of something else,  pleasure, perhaps,  at the secret game she's playing.
Tamir's skin grows warm, a flush creeping up his neck. He shifts in his chair, suddenly conscious of a stirring in his groin that makes no sense given the content of their discussion. Shame follows quickly, adding to his discomfort. What is wrong with him?
"Your body language suggests significant discomfort with these feelings of exclusion," Dr. Ellis observes, misreading Tamir's physical response completely. "Would you say there's anger beneath the helplessness?"
Before Tamir can answer, Allegra asks something in Arabic, her tone innocent but her words provocative: "Do you find yourself hardening when you think about being watched but not touched?"
Tamir's eyes widen. "What are you—" he begins, but she cuts him off with a smile directed at Dr. Ellis.
"He's considering the question," she explains to the therapist. "These nuances are difficult to translate directly."
Dr. Ellis nods, accepting her expertise without question. "Take your time."
The weight of silence presses down on Tamir. The scratch of Dr. Ellis's pen against paper seems unnaturally loud in the quiet room. Sweat beads on his temples despite the cool air conditioning. He wants to correct Allegra, to expose whatever game she's playing, but doubt clouds his mind. Perhaps he truly is misunderstanding. And how would he explain himself to Dr. Ellis without sounding paranoid?
"There is anger," he admits finally, answering the original question. "But mostly... shame. For surviving when they didn't."
This time, as Allegra translates, Tamir listens more carefully. She speaks of "survivor's guilt," which is accurate, but then veers into territory about "shame that excites him" and "fantasies of watching others take pleasure without him." Her words paint him as someone who derives sexual excitement from his own exclusion, a portrait so far from his self-image that he can't process it fully.
Yet even as confusion clouds his mind, his body responds traitorously. A warm heaviness settles in his groin, his pulse quickening. The disconnect between his emotional distress and physical arousal leaves him dizzy, untethered.
Dr. Ellis watches them both, oblivious to the subtext flowing beneath the surface of their exchange. "I think we've made good progress today," he says, glancing at his watch. "I'd like you to try something before our next session."
He tears a prescription pad from his desk drawer, the ripping sound making Tamir flinch. The pen scratches across the paper as he writes. "Journaling," he explains, handing the paper to Tamir. "Write down your dreams as soon as you wake. Note any patterns, any variations. It might help us identify triggers we can address."
Tamir takes the paper with numb fingers. "Journaling," he repeats dully.
"It's a powerful tool," Dr. Ellis assures him, rising to signal the end of their session. "Mrs. Khalil, if you could translate these instructions for him?"
Allegra nods, all professional courtesy. "Of course, Doctor."
She speaks to Tamir in Arabic, but instead of translating the journaling instructions, she whispers, "Write down what excites you about watching others. Be honest about your arousal. I'll know if you lie."
The fluorescent lights suddenly seem too bright, the antiseptic smell too sharp. Tamir stands on unsteady legs, nodding as if he's received proper instructions, unable to confront the dissonance between what Dr. Ellis thinks has been said and the actual words hanging in the air between him and his wife.
As they exit the sterile clinic into the humid Queens afternoon, Tamir's mind races with confusion and his body throbs with an arousal he doesn't understand and can't justify. Allegra walks beside him, her hand slipping casually into his, a satisfied smile playing at the corners of her lips.

      ***The kitchen table lamp casts a yellow pool of light over the notepad, illuminating Allegra's flowing handwriting. Tamir hunches over the pages, the chair creaking beneath him as he shifts his weight. His finger traces each Arabic line, following the curves and loops of her script as if they might reveal some hidden truth beneath the surface. The notes from his therapy session with Dr. Ellis seem straightforward at first glance, until he reaches the sections detailing his own words.
"I never said this," he whispers to the empty room.
Where he had spoken of helplessness, she had written "submissive arousal." His description of being locked out by family had become "voyeuristic fantasies of watching others experience pleasure." The clinical term "PTSD" appears alongside phrases like "erotic healing through observation" and "sexual excitement triggered by exclusion."
Tamir's pulse quickens as he reads further. The words are foreign to him, concepts he's never articulated or even consciously considered. Yet as his eyes scan the deliberate distortions, heat blooms unexpectedly in his groin. His breathing shallows, catching in his throat. The betrayal of her translations should anger him, but instead, his body responds with a treacherous stirring of desire.
His finger trembles slightly as it underlines a particularly explicit passage about his supposed confession of masturbating to thoughts of Allegra with other men. The pen had pressed hard into the paper here, as if she had written with particular relish. The indentation feels like an accusation against his fingertip.
"Finding the notes helpful, habibi?"
Tamir startles, the notepad slipping from his grip. Allegra stands in the doorway, watching him with hooded eyes. How long has she been there? The soft hum of a Lebanese folk tune dies on her lips as she pushes away from the door frame, moving toward him with languorous steps.
He should confront her. The words form in his mind, direct questions about her deceptions, demands for explanations. But they dissolve before reaching his tongue, leaving only a dry uncertainty.
"I was just..." he begins, then falters.
Allegra smiles, a knowing curve of lips that seems to see through his confusion to the arousal beneath. Her hand brushes his shoulder as she passes behind him, the touch light but deliberate.
"Dr. Ellis seemed pleased with our progress," she says, reaching past him for the notes. Her breast presses against his arm as she retrieves them, the contact brief but electrifying. "You're opening up more than I expected."
Tamir watches her tuck the notepad into her bag, taking the evidence of her manipulation with it. Words fail him. His throat constricts around unasked questions, his mind unable to reconcile his intellectual outrage with his body's response.
"We should get ready for work," she says, as if nothing unusual has happened. As if she hasn't rewritten his trauma into something unrecognizable.

      ***The fluorescent lights of the resettlement agency buzz with the same insectile quality as Dr. Ellis's clinic. Tamir sits in his small office, translating visa applications with mechanical precision while his mind churns with the morning's discoveries. Through the glass partition, he can see Allegra in the main workspace, her animated gestures punctuating a conversation with a Syrian family newly arrived in Queens.
She laughs, placing a reassuring hand on the father's shoulder, leaning close to explain some bureaucratic intricacy. Her charisma works like gravity, drawing people into her orbit. The family smiles gratefully, tension visibly draining from their postures. Tamir recognizes her gift, how she makes immigrants feel welcomed and understood in a country determined to view them with suspicion.
The staff meeting begins at two, crammed into a conference room barely large enough for the dozen employees. Tamir takes a seat near the back, nodding to colleagues but avoiding eye contact. Allegra sits across the table, engaged in conversation with the director. Her confidence fills the space, her voice carrying over others with practiced authority.
He notices Linda Ruiz enter last, her petite frame tense as she takes the only remaining seat, directly across from Allegra. The Mexican interpreter's short bob swings forward as she leans to whisper something to a colleague. Though Tamir can't hear the words, the sharp glance she directs at Allegra speaks volumes.
", and we're pleased to announce that Allegra will be heading the new outreach initiative," the director is saying, beaming at Tamir's wife. "Her proposal for community integration was exactly what our funders were looking for."
A chorus of congratulations follows, but Tamir watches Linda's features tighten, her fingers gripping her pen until the knuckles whiten. She mutters something to the woman beside her, lips barely moving: "Another overlooked promotion. How convenient her husband works in accounts."
The words aren't meant for him to hear, but they carry in the brief lull of conversation. Allegra's eyes flick toward Linda, a flash of awareness crossing her face before her professional smile returns. The tension between the women crackles like static electricity, felt but unseen.
Tamir shrinks in his chair, suddenly seeing his wife through Linda's hostile gaze,  calculating, always positioned to benefit herself. Is that the same woman who twists his words in therapy? Who writes notes reframing his trauma as sexual fantasy?
The meeting drags on, but Tamir barely registers it, trapped in the crosscurrents of loyalty, doubt, and persistent, inexplicable arousal.

      ***Night presses against the apartment windows, the Queens streetlights casting muted orange patterns across the bedroom ceiling. Beside him, Allegra sleeps deeply, her breathing slow and even. Tamir lies awake, rigid beneath the sheets, his mind cycling through the day's revelations like worry beads sliding through fingers.
He should be angry. Should confront her. Should set boundaries. Instead, his thoughts keep returning to those notes, to phrases about "submission" and "voyeurism" that burn in his memory. His cock stiffens against his thigh, responding to concepts his mind rejects but his body craves.
Tamir turns away from his sleeping wife, shame and desire warring beneath his skin. His hand slides beneath the waistband of his pajamas almost of its own volition. He grips himself, stifling a gasp at the intensity of sensation that floods through him.
Images form behind his closed eyelids,  Allegra with shadowy figures, their hands on her body, her head thrown back in pleasure. In these mental tableaux, he is always present but peripheral, watching from doorways or corners, aroused by his own exclusion. He strokes himself faster, breath coming in shallow pants.
The fantasy shifts. Now he's in Dr. Ellis's office, but instead of therapy, he watches Allegra straddle the doctor's lap, her skirt hiked up around her waist, her voice husky as she translates Tamir's impotence into something the doctor can use against him. The imagined betrayal should devastate him; instead, it pushes him closer to the edge.
"Disgusting," he whispers to himself, even as his hand moves more urgently, pleasure building at the base of his spine. "What's wrong with me?"
The questions dissolve into physical sensation. His toes curl, his back arches slightly off the mattress. Beside him, Allegra murmurs in her sleep, the sound incorporating itself into his fantasy. In his mind, she's no longer with the doctor
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