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I expected them to interrogate me at the airport and they did. What surprised me was that they didn’t take very long. A young blonde female officer and then an older, dark-haired one took turns in a private room to ask me about my life. They particularly wanted to know about my family links to the place, and I repeated four times that my sister lived here but that I personally hadn’t returned in eleven years. Why? they kept asking. I had no explanation. At points the exchange seemed to come bizarrely close to them insisting on my civic rights. Of course they were only trying to unnerve me. Why does your sister have citizenship and you don’t? Right place right time, I shrugged. I didn’t want to bring up my mother. They unzipped my bags, investigated my belongings, opened every play, flipped through my appointment diary with its blank summer months, and the two novels, one of which I’d finished on the plane, then led me into a different room for a strip search. Surely this isn’t necessary, I said in a haughty voice while a third woman officer ran her detector over my bare flesh, as though I might have hidden something under my skin, and dawdled over the straps of my bra and knickers, which I had matched in preparation, blue lace, and as she knelt before my crotch the laughter began to quiver in my stomach. I put my clothes back on, surprised by how hard I was shaking, and ten minutes later they called me to a booth, where a tall man I hadn’t seen before gave me my passport and told me I was free to enter, Welcome to Israel.

I passed a seating area and recognised two glum-looking Arab men and a young Western woman in red lipstick from my flight, still waiting to be questioned. Their eyes followed me to the automatic doors, and as the doors sighed apart I checked the time on my phone and saw only an hour had passed. This left me two more to kill, since my sister Haneen wouldn’t be back in Haifa until half past six. I made a snap decision and asked a taxi driver to take me to Akka. I had an idea I should see something beautiful first.

My adrenalin faded slowly in the car. As it did, the shadow of my bad winter returned, and I watched the passing farmland, the hills of the Galilee, through its darkness. My whole life I’d been aware of Haneen’s stronger moral compass; it made me afraid to confide in her until the very last moment, until I absolutely needed to. I also wanted to resist her, the way a child resists a parent and at the same time absorbs their wisdom; I wanted to sulk in her second bedroom and feel better with the secret muffled gladness that someone was holding me to account.

I may not have locked eyes with this fact yet, but I wasn’t only here for Haneen. After an hour and a half signs appeared for Akka, and my blood thumped a little harder, and then we turned off the motorway and drew up by the arches of the old city. I paid the driver and wheeled my suitcase down an alley, and when I saw the blue sky burning above the sea wall I stopped. I stared at the ancient stonework, at the dazzling water. I hadn’t prepared myself for this bodily impact, the memory of my senses. A few red chairs and tables were arranged beside the pier. I approached the wall, leaned my bag against it, and stayed there a moment. The sun heated my face, my hands. My armpits began to sweat. I reached for the top of the wall and pulled myself up onto it.

Some forty feet below me, the water crashed against the parapet, foaming and jolting back. Where the wall curved on my right, a group of boys stood in a line. All elbows, hands on hips, shifting their weight from leg to leg, watching each other, waiting. Two were small and skinny, barefoot, with brown sunlit shoulder blades. Most of the older ones wore sneakers that left dark marks on the stone, and necklaces of drops fell from the seams of their shorts. The first in line took a running start and leapt, knees up. He seemed to fall for a long time, his body unfolding. Then he cracked the water and disappeared. When his head bobbed up again, the other boys didn’t react. I guess I was expecting them to applaud, or something. The diver flicked his hair and swam for the rocks.

I had a vision of my own body flipping down from the boundary. My thin cotton trousers ballooning, stiffening on the air like sails, receding as my figure plunged to the water. I both saw and could feel the wall scraping my forearms through my shirt. Legs parting, one hand reaching out, smashed in an instant and bloody on the rock.

The boys gathered closer together and were talking, eyeing me where I sat. Down below, the water drank the stones, leaving black circles dilating on their surfaces. In the distance, tank boats cut through the waves. The sea noise calmed me. After a while I jumped back onto the ground and dragged my bag away to hail another taxi. Could you take me to Haifa please? I asked in English for some reason. Maybe because I couldn’t be sure he was Palestinian, not even in old Akka, or maybe because only two hours ago I’d been emphasising my Englishness in the hopes of smoothing my passage between the border police. The car was stuffy with the old day’s heat. The radio was playing an Arabic song. A string of cowrie shells hung from the rear-view mirror.

‘Wael Hejazi. You know him?’ said the driver.

‘No. Is he famous?’

The driver laughed. He sang along for a bit. ‘Holidays?’

‘I’m visiting my sister.’

‘Jewish?’

I pretended I hadn’t heard. I think he had guessed I was Arab or I doubt he would have asked. I didn’t like these dances between drivers and their passengers, testing origin, allegiance, degrees of ignorance. In the final move before the jingle of change he would probably burst out with some story of loss and political alienation. I resisted the idea of being bonded to this person. I put a hand up to where the window permitted a hiss of air, the words on my lips to ask him to open it wider, but then if I spoke the language one thing would lead to another and I didn’t feel like getting into it with – Layth, said the licence in Latin letters beside the Hebrew, under its cracked lamination, suspended on the taxi wall. A young photograph, a little smile, the moustache black, grey in the mirror, where his eyes flicked again to me and back to the road.

‘Would you mind opening the window?’ I said in English.

The breeze sliced through the taxi. Palm trees spiked the roadsides. Pine forests. Pylons.

The idea of coming to Haifa had arisen in January, in London. Haneen had come over for Christmas and when, a few days into the New Year, she dragged her bags back down our father’s staircase, it struck me that she and I had not spoken all holiday, not properly. It was starting to rain. I handed her my pink umbrella and opened the door, gripped by guilt, and by a panicked sense that I needed her and it was too late to tell her so. We waved her taxi off and then I confided in my father, playing it down so I wouldn’t agitate him. Why don’t you visit her in Haifa? he said, he who had not himself been back to Haifa in just as long.

‘Why don’t we both go?’ I suggested. ‘A Nasir family trip.’

‘Oh, no no no,’ he said, picking up his newspaper and disappearing into the kitchen.

On the verge of turning seventy our father had finally retired, and was getting used to passing the time at home, in East Finchley. The house was on the opposite side of the city from me, and I’d arranged to stay there while Haneen was over so that the three of us could spend the holiday under the same roof. Throughout October and November I’d been playing Arkadina in The Seagull, and I was still riding the high after the run ended when Haneen arrived in December. There weren’t many auditions happening then; instead it was parties I was preparing for, returning in the small hours and creeping up the stairs to sleep in my childhood bedroom. The theatre Christmas-bash circuit was not exactly my usual scene but I was having an affair with Harold Marshall, the director of The Seagull, and it was his. I spent a month drunk on subterfuge, hyper-aware of his large figure across full rooms, his rumbling voice, the black mane swept perilously back. He was the first person I’d felt strongly about since my divorce, and although I knew it was too early to call it love I can’t pretend I wasn’t using that word in my mind. The whole thing hadn’t yet turned but I sensed it was going to and I was in denial. No doubt that added to the strength of my feelings.

Meanwhile, Haneen had covered our father’s kitchen floor with boxes excavated from his attic, making piles for rubbish, organising paperwork and photographs into box-files, her reading glasses holding back her hair, which was greyer than the last time I’d seen her. I cut a path through the mess in the mornings to make coffee, waving hello, bleary from lack of sleep. When my father looked at the chaos he threw up his hands and announced ‘it’s hopeless’; Haneen rebuked him as though he were her child, which for some reason he didn’t seem to mind. In the afternoons they walked on the Heath, and sometimes I joined and listened to their conversations. I was under the impression I was keeping up a good act. We spent New Year’s Eve together, toasted his retirement and crooned along to some of his favourite old songs. After a few more days, Haneen hauled six full black bin bags onto the kerb and left for the airport.

I retrieved my own little suitcase to return across the city and came to say goodbye. My father peered over his glasses.

‘You have not been yourself,’ he said.

Rain was tittering on the kitchen roof. I wanted to deny everything. Then I saw his lips pursed in his white beard and found myself saying, yes, I could sort of see where he was coming from.

A few months later, my relationship with Harold ended, and I wrote to Haneen suggesting a visit. I couldn’t leave London immediately because I taught an acting class on Wednesday nights and a movement class on Thursdays, which, along with an advertisement I’d starred in a couple of years prior, were currently my principal sources of income. I booked a flight for June, after the end of term. The prospect gave me solace.

‘You look very tanned,’ said Haneen, between kisses.

‘Must be the light.’

Ceiling-high windows stood along one side of her apartment, dull with early evening, full of trees. In the kitchen a strong bulb in a coloured glass shade dropped a complex beam across the floor.

‘This is all your stuff, is it?’

She wheeled my bag somewhere out of sight before marching to the kettle and filling it from the sink. The kitchen was immaculate: no magnets on the fridge, no stray envelopes. Not even a newspaper.

‘How was the airport?’

‘They kept me an hour and a half, ish.’

‘Lucky you. But you’ve been waiting for me, then. Why didn’t you call?’

‘I went to Akka.’

‘That’s nice. How’s Dad? If you’re hungry.’ She placed a bowl of fruit in front of me. The lightshade was giving her a red moustache.

‘He’s fine. Swimming a lot.’

‘We’ll call him. Everything else, how’s work?’

‘Slow season.’

‘Right. Right.’ The filament drummed through the silence. ‘I’m really glad you came. How long are you staying, again?’

‘I thought a few weeks. But if you need the space I can easily—’

‘No no, stay as long as you like. I’ll be in and out. Some nights I stay in Tel Aviv, especially if there’s a faculty meeting.’

‘Right.’

‘But you’re welcome, of course, as long as you like.’

The kettle clicked off and breathed up the tiles. I stared at her. Something was wrong. She lifted her glasses and drew her thumb and forefingers over her eyes, pinching them together. Not the gesture of a woman who wore mascara. I set my elbows on the kitchen unit and tried to emit warmth.

‘How are things at the university?’ I said.

‘To be honest with you, it’s a pain. Increasingly. I feel like I’m dodging bullets. I don’t know how to, how to be. I’m thinking about moving to England.’

‘What?’

She leaned over her phone, stroking and tapping the screen, then placed it between us.

‘Don’t go back to England,’ I said. ‘England is awful.’

‘Hi, Baba!’ She met my eyes but the smile was for our father.

‘Hi!’ came his voice at a slight delay.

‘Hi, Baba. This is Sonia.’

‘Habibti, al-hamdillah ‘asalamtik. How are you? Did you see the house?’

‘Not yet.’ I laughed. ‘I just arrived.’

‘They gave you a hard time?’

‘Not too bad. It’s good to be here in Haneen’s beautiful place! I can see there’s a great view. I feel nostalgic. Everything is good with you?’

‘Take photos please, and some videos. I’m fine, I’m fine. I’m watching a film about Vietnam.’

‘I hear you’re swimming a lot,’ said Haneen.

‘Yes.’

‘Front crawl is better than breaststroke, be careful with your back.’

‘Okay, Haneen. Okay.’

‘So we’ll speak to you tomorrow, Baba.’

‘Bye. Bye, my life. Bye, Sonia my love.’

It took me a long time to fall asleep that night. I drifted, thinking about our grandparents’ house. I thought about climbing the stairs, which automatically brought to my nose the smell of overripe fruit wafting in through the windows from the garden, where, disobeying my father, I used to walk barefoot until my soles were sticky with fallen plums and had to be scrubbed with a nailbrush. Sore and clean, I stand wet on the tiles of the bathroom, and then in the old shower, and then rubbed dry with one of the blue bath towels, which shrank each year until they were too indecent to wear in the corridor, and I see the arches of the windows, and can feel the breezes off the harbour. And lying on a bed, on a sofa, on a floor, reading in the heat. The room we shared, Haneen’s bed on the far side, mine near the door. I’d wake early and find my grandfather downstairs, reading a big book with tiny writing by the window. They always said Jiddo was where Haneen got her brains.

My strongest memories of Haifan summers, though, were less of specific things or events than they were of certain feelings, and of daydreaming, which was an activity I looked forward to when we packed our picnics and went to the beach. Stretched out on a towel, listening to my Walkman, playing out the drama of my life in my mind’s eye, while the world around us remained boring and violent. And then, when I hit puberty, indulging in illicit, confused fantasies about the Israeli boys I spied by the water’s edge, their silhouettes of muscular ease like sun marks on my closed eyelids. I compared them with our cousin Issa, his friend Yusef, bow-headed and unpowerful.

I woke late with the sun on my face. There were no curtains or blinds but I’d still managed to sleep in and it was almost quarter to twelve. I shuffled into the kitchen in a pair of hotel slippers Haneen had left by my door. The windows were bright and full of trees. Beyond them, the industrial port, the water. I felt heavy with oversleeping.

‘Morning,’ said my sister from the sofa. She was balancing a laptop on one knee and a stack of papers on the other. ‘We’ve got tickets to the theatre tonight. Mariam has two extra. You remember Mariam?’

‘What’s the play?’

‘Al-Moharrij, The Jester. You know it?’

‘I don’t know any Arabic theatre.’

‘Apparently it’s famous.’

I didn’t know what to say. I had come here specifically to escape the theatre. She bent towards her screen. I poured cold coffee into a mug and considered heating it up in her microwave.

My career had had its ups and downs, like those of most actors. At drama school I’d been one of two in my cohort with potential ingénue looks, and though at five eight I was on the tall side I had a marketably unusual appearance, or so they said. It’s the kind of pronouncement that makes vulnerable young women atomise their features, upon which so much seems to depend. Mine: long asymmetrical nose, lips with high crests, heavy eyelids, curly dark auburn hair that lightened at the ends in the sun. My profile was slightly harsh; my instructor used the word ‘striking’. Age softened me some, for which I was grateful, although on the other hand I was worried about losing out on character roles. Anyway, theatre is cruel to actors no matter how striking they are.

Auditioning had a painful addictive quality, made up of so much loss and at the same time the seeming constant spectacle of great roles happening to others by chance or circumstance. I landed a TV job straight after graduating and then spent the majority of my twenties in a repertory group in London doing Shakespeare and Ayckbourn and Stoppard, taking jobs in detective serials, turning up tirelessly for auditions on the West End and occasionally being cast, accepting other quick telly jobs for the money and what I hoped was exposure. I did several gigs for a performance artist named Nile Banks, who created a series of walk-through pieces in and around art galleries in London and Manchester. I took a part in a TV series as a Yemeni spy and another as an Arabic-speaking extra in a documentary about Sykes-Picot, but Arab roles didn’t come up often and when they did I usually lost out to someone with black hair, regardless of whether she could even roll an R. By the time I landed a job in The Seagull I’d been working for almost two decades. I’d had my share of high moments. Noises Off at Trafalgar Studios, an RSC production of Les Liaisons Dangereuses; one year I played Fanny in Mansfield Park at the Royal Court. These moments passed; they did not accumulate. Most of my female friends in the industry had switched roles entirely, some moving behind the camera, or to script editing. They had babies, became teachers, housewives. One retrained as a barrister. Two women, two, out of all those I’d befriended at university and drama school and the early years, were still working: one was vaguely famous, by sight if not by name; the other had regular parts at the RSC. I had neither vague fame nor regular work of any prestige, and yet I hung on, powered by what? Vanity? Some outrageous lasting confidence in myself, propped up by a horror of what it would really mean if I gave in. Part of the reason I’d stopped spending summers in Haifa in my mid-twenties was a fear that too much time spent away from the universe of English theatre would injure my chances. I’d also met Marco, and embarking on my new life with him helped me push Palestine from my mind. Haneen was doing it for all of us, I was committed to the cause by proxy, I didn’t need actually to visit. Besides, the second intifada was still going on and after Jiddo and Teta died it didn’t feel like there was much point in coming back anyway. Han flew over to see us often enough. Ten years passed, during which time my marriage ended, and I stumbled on seemingly unable to right my wheels, still auditioning, still getting parts, if fewer and farther between. I tried out for The Seagull with such low expectations that I addressed my speech to the director himself with a knowing look. Harold Marshall was considered up-and-coming even though he’d been around for a while. I saw his eyebrows quiver as I turned to go and the next day he called to say I had the part.

That play revived in me a dangerous joy, made worse by the fact that, in the final three weeks of rehearsal, a special energy emerged among the cast, thirteen-strong, in which none, miraculously, was an egotist; an energy that reflected a glow back on the director, whom we took, wrongly of course, to be its author. When reviews singled me out for praise, I felt nervous, like I was breaking my cast-mates’ trust – but then was moved to find them backstage smiling on my behalf. My father, who never gushed about anything, beamed at me and called it ‘a very sensitive performance’, and Harold suggested that I’d make an excellent Gertrude in his production of Hamlet, which was going to be at the National, a significant step in his own career.

I showered, dressed, checked my email. I read a few pages of a book, cooked pasta, called our mother. When my phone ran out of battery, I left it inert and black on the sofa. Looking at the sea in the window, a flat stripe of soothing blue, I could feel my Internet addiction, the urge to click and scroll, nag at me like an insect bite. I sat cross-legged on the floor and did a breathing exercise followed by a twenty-minute meditation. Haneen must have been watching me because the moment I stirred, a radio burst into life, a British accent, BBC, A five-storey apartment block in the town of Torre Annunziata, near Naples, has collapsed, with five or six people trapped inside. Haneen began cleaning the surfaces around the sink and then she swept the floor.

After the sun had left the windowed side of the apartment to a late-afternoon shade, the buzzer sounded.

‘I think that’s her,’ Haneen shouted from another room.

‘Who?’

‘Mariam.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Will you let her in?’

‘I’m actually feeling pretty tired, Han,’ I said, pressing the button.

My sister appeared, pulling a T-shirt over her head. ‘You don’t have to come if you don’t want to. Although you could have said something earlier.’

‘Sorry.’

She opened the door. ‘Hello-oh.’

Over her shoulder I saw a head of thick dark curly hair in the hall.

‘Hi, habibti.’

‘Hi, hi, hi. You remember Sonia?’

Mariam sauntered in. She wore a long sleeveless blue dress and ankle boots, which she slipped off before sitting at the counter. I had a vision of a potbellied girl in a bathing suit, running down the beach.

‘We met when we were children,’ I said. ‘Mansour.’

‘I remember. You used to come here a lot.’

‘Every summer.’

‘Welcome back.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Tea?’ said Haneen.

‘Thank you,’ said Mariam, before asking me, in English: ‘You just came from the airport?’ She spoke slowly, and with long curving Americanish vowels, as though she had gone to an international school.

‘Yesterday.’ My own vowels sounded angular, perhaps in reaction.

I guessed this woman must be at least six years younger than me. The Mansours had lived on the same street as our grandparents, and sometimes, as part of a group of families, we would go off to the beach together for an evening barbecue. I remembered Mariam as a bossy child, always badgering us to play. Age levelled everything off and six years meant nothing now except that she was still more or less on the threshold of her thirties while I was on my way out.

‘Al-hamdillah ‘as-salameh,’ she said. ‘You must be tired.’

‘Sonia hasn’t been back since the second intifada,’ said my sister.

‘You’re joking.’ Mariam gazed at me. ‘Welcome.’

‘Okay, here we are.’ Haneen handed round three identical turquoise mugs. ‘How’s everything going?’

‘It’s okay, it’s okay. I mean, we’ve almost finished casting. The funding stuff is dragging its heels, you know with … and everything.’ She exhaled and forced a smile, apparently conscious of me. I assumed she didn’t want to bore me with the details; it wouldn’t occur to me until later that she was probably unsure whether to trust me with them.

‘Mariam is putting on a production of Hamlet in the West Bank,’ said Haneen.

I laughed. ‘No shit.’

‘Haneen says you also work in theatre.’

‘I act. Some television as well.’

‘I direct.’

‘Theatre?’

‘Mm.’

There was a prolonged silence. Internally I rolled my eyes. Mariam sipped her tea and squinted.

‘Have you ever thought about acting in Palestine?’

‘Not really.’

‘You should.’ She paused. ‘It’s bad when all the talent gets away.’

‘You don’t know if I’m any good.’

‘Can I ask you something? What is it you like about acting?’

I laughed again, more loudly. Mariam, unperturbed, awaited my reply. Even Haneen was watching me with interest. The heat of Mariam’s sincerity felt like a sunbeam on my face. She irritated me. At the same time, I found her curiously appealing. As she grabbed her mug I noticed she had large hands and bendy thumbs. My mind relented to her question and I thought of Arkadina. I thought of that rare, marrow-deep sensation in the rehearsal room.

‘I’ve been acting for twenty years,’ I said.

Mariam looked at me serenely. My answer was incomplete and she would wait for me to finish it. I didn’t know this woman; there was no need to answer truthfully. And it was true that there had been times in my life when I felt my work had saved me, transcending its function as a trade in a way that seemed, embarrassingly, to concern my soul. I didn’t know if that was what I liked about acting. But the occasional glimmers of something that looked like meaning had obviously played a role in keeping me going. There was no way I could say this aloud, although I suspected it was the sort of thing she was after. I could tell she had an American-style ease with matters of the heart. Or maybe I should say a thespian’s ease. Something which, presumably, I myself had once possessed, and lost somewhere along the way.

‘I don’t do it because I like it,’ I said. ‘I do it because it’s my profession. Haneen, could I have a glass of water?’

My sister put her fingers under the tap, and the sound of running water turned off the subject.

‘So why haven’t you been back since the intifada?’ said Mariam.

‘It’s like the Land of Interrogations. You know, it can be hard to leave a place when you’re working. Not everyone can afford to go on holiday.’

‘Right.’ She gave a deliberate, private smile.

Haneen chuckled. If I could have embodied a black wind, I would have swept through the kitchen and whipped my sister against the counter. She passed me my glass of water. There was an interlude in which no one spoke. I had been too sharp. Mariam sipped her tea and looked at the dark window, where we three were blurrily reflected, gathered around the counter under the light.

‘Mariam has just returned from America,’ said Haneen.

‘Were you working there?’

‘I was. I trained there, as well. But I’ve been coming back and forth. I never stayed away for long.’

I blinked. ‘We were not born here, you know.’

‘What?’

‘It’s not really a question of return, for us. We came here for the holidays, to see our family.’

I thought Haneen flinched but I couldn’t be certain.

‘I’m not criticising you,’ said Mariam. ‘I said, Welcome back.’

After all of this, there was no way I could spend the evening alone while they went off to the theatre. Exhaustion was no longer an object: I’d been challenged and I hadn’t come off well. Or, perhaps – and though I didn’t experience it like this at the time, it seems plausible in retrospect – I liked Mariam’s attention, and wanted to keep it a little longer.

The car had a stale smell, like old biscuit crumbs, and sitting beside her in the front seat I wondered if she had children. I looked at her soft upper arms and her capable veiny wrists as she shifted gears. We veered downhill and then, rounding a corner, upwards again. I’d forgotten the crammed feeling of this city, the way the houses stacked along the rises forced cars into zigzags.

The name of the theatre, AL-NAHDA, was written on the canopy in a column of Arabic, English and Hebrew, in white paint. A crowd stood smoking outside, mostly young people, in leggings and Birkenstocks. We took our seats in the auditorium, which was small, a black box with raked seating. No curtain, the set visible: stage left, the awning of a café extended into view, two wicker-back chairs and a table holding a coffee cup. The backdrop was a blue sky with clouds.

The stalls gradually filled and the houselights went down. Stage-lights up with a recorded rooster crowing. Distant drums and cymbals, some indistinct singing, getting louder. The recorded noise died as a car with furniture strapped to the roof was pulled on by two men in headdresses and leather boots. A front tyre hissed flat; the driver’s door fell open and a man jumped out, holding a microphone dangling a severed wire.

‘O generous customers, generous audience!’

From the wings, and from the aisles, more performers appeared in pyjamas and bathrobes, one man in a suit, several of them carrying bits of food, cups and saucers.

‘Peace upon you!’ they replied, in a clumsy canon.

‘And upon you,’ said the man with the microphone.

‘Good morning!’ shouted a man in pyjamas, waving a piece of bread.

‘And good morning to you, welcome. The theatre has remained—’

‘A little early for Art, isn’t it?’ said another. He set a pile of notebooks on the café table and took a seat.

‘And what is it you want this early in the morning, then?’ said the microphone man, rounding on him. ‘Beans with oil? Hummus with onions?’

‘Ignorant,’ another actor muttered loudly, thudding a chair down before the car.

‘Backwards,’ added the microphone man. He returned to the ‘audience’ who had assembled downstage, sitting, crouching, leaning on each other. The energy was good, the rhythm was precise. The microphone man announced a performance of Othello.

‘Brothers, my brother citizens … because we are in the age of speed, and time is money—’

Someone snored loudly. Someone else took a long bubbly pull on his nargileh pipe.

‘And because our time is gold, we are not going to present the entire play. Rather we will have to suffice with only one act, the act which relates to jealousy.’

Spotlight on the first actor. According to the programme, this was the Jester of the title. The Jester straightened up, twitched, and began to walk stiffly, as if he had no joints.

‘O Night! O Day!’ he said. ‘O Afternoon, O Evening! Bear witness to my love for Didimona! Help me bear the separation from her as I head into battle. Cassio, Cassio!’

Soon Cassio was accusing ‘Didimona’ of infidelity, drawing a handkerchief from his breast pocket. ‘Here is the proof.’

‘Thus was Othello,’ said the microphone man, striding over and indicating with an open hand, ‘this brave Moroccan hero, preparing to go to war, for the struggle against colonialism. The enemies of this nation were unable to find any but this cheap way, the way of jealousy, to divert him from his duty. Look at this brave Moroccan knight—’ He pointed again at the Jester as Othello, now carrying the limp body of the single female actor offstage. He wailed loudly. ‘See how he was transformed from a valiant leader who feared not death, into a crushed being, incapable of anything.’

‘Long live the heroic Moroccan people’s struggle!’ someone shouted.

‘But who is responsible, my brothers, for this painful fate which befell this brave Moroccan hero?’

‘Shakespeare!’

‘Yes, my brothers,’ said the microphone man, swinging his body round and speaking into his device in the manner of a talk-show host. ‘It is Shakespeare. He is the one responsible for this tragedy which befell our immortal Arab hero Othello. And yet we must ask, who stands behind this Shakespeare? Who is the power that props him up and stands behind him?’

‘Britain!’ another customer shouted.

On the other side of Haneen, Mariam was laughing.

‘Down with Britain! Down, down, down!’

‘Yes, it is Britain, my brothers,’ said the microphone man, almost wearily. ‘And yet we must also ask, who stands behind this Britain?’

‘America! America!’

‘La ilaha illa Allah,’ cried various audience members. The boy sitting in the aisle stood up and whistled, applauding.

‘Yes. America, my brothers,’ said the microphone man. ‘Nuclear bases and Phantom fighter jets.’

‘Down with NATO!’ someone cried.

There was no interval. I rearranged my weight in the plastic seat to relieve my left buttock, which was going numb. At the end of Act One, the actor playing Othello was interrupted in the middle of a slanderous impersonation of the Arab founder of Muslim Spain, Abd al-Rahman, aka ‘the Falcon’ of Quraish, by a telephone ringing offstage. Someone emerged from the wings with an iPhone to say the Falcon wished to speak to the Jester.

By the end of Act Two, the Falcon – a slender bearded man in a turban – had been dazzled out of anger by his amazement at the Jester’s phone, earphones, car and shoes, and, upon learning that his territories had much diminished since the eighth century, resolved to save the Arab world and liberate Palestine. The third and final act began with the Falcon being stopped by the Jordanian border police because he didn’t have a passport.

It seemed to me that only the first act had been thoroughly rehearsed. As the play went on, energy flagged, and the performers seemed uncertain whether the more political lines should be delivered earnestly or as satire, which mostly resulted in a kind of hammy gravity. Laughter from the real audience was petering out by Act Three. I started to feel very tired, and, assuming for some reason that the entire audience felt the same, began to pity the actors. Nevertheless, at the curtainless curtain call the crowd rose unanimously for an ovation. Haneen and I clutched our programmes to our laps and stood in tandem. I tapped the heel of my left hand with the fingers of my right, looking around. Houselights came up. To my further surprise, the audience tipped down the aisles and onto the stage, and the room was soon full of the dull roar of talking. Mariam led us at a graceful pace into a sea of wagging arms.

‘This is Sonia,’ she said.

I found myself face-to-face with a familiar-looking man, but only once he was shaking my cold hand with his sweaty one, Mariam saying, ‘Fantastic performance, Bashir,’ did the features of the principal actor, perceived from afar, the Jester who had played Othello and then insulted the Falcon, rearrange before my eyes. His height and build were diminished by proximity and he was actually shorter than Mariam. Bashir smiled, said: ‘Nice to meet you,’ then turned away, shrieking as the café owner punched him playfully.

‘They’re all going to a bar,’ said Mariam. ‘But I don’t know, I don’t think, you would prefer to go home, right?’

‘Mm,’ I said. ‘Yes I think I’ll have to skip the bar this time.’

‘I’ll drive you. But I’d like to introduce you to someone else first.’

Mariam swam before us through the crowd. By the front row of seats we reached a young man who had not, so far as I could tell, been in the play. He was well groomed and handsome in a teenage way; his hair high on the top, cut close on the sides. His teeth were very white.

‘This is Wael,’ said Mariam. ‘He’s going to play Hamlet. He’s my cousin.’

Before I could say anything, Wael was already responding to this introduction of himself. ‘Really nice to meet you,’ he said. Every part of him was polished, from the hair to the high cheekbones to the prominent Greek nose. Yet his face also had an unfinished look, the chin receding abruptly beneath a shadow of stubble.

‘This is Sonia. She’s the sister of Haneen, my friend – you remember Haneen?’

‘Yeah of course, how are you Haneen, what’s up?’

‘Sonia’s an actress.’

‘Great, great.’ Wael folded his arms, the smile fixed. There was a loud silence.

‘Shall we go?’ I said.

‘Okay. Yalla,’ said Mariam, wrapping her scarf. I detected disappointment. ‘Are we ready?’

The exhaustion really hit me in the dark of the back seat. I closed my eyes, opened them. Rain was falling. The engine thrummed, tyres hissed, a distant horn blared. I glanced at the dashboard and saw 15:17 in green digits, which was way off. It must have been close to midnight. I didn’t have a watch and my phone was still dead back at the flat. My sense of time was going awry. Yesterday already felt like weeks ago, looking down at the water in Akka.

‘Everyone knows everyone,’ said Mariam. ‘That’s the problem with this place.’ Her hand slid down the steering wheel as we turned onto the main drag. The hand lifted, became a twisting shadow puppet against the glow of the dashboard, then descended to jerk the gearstick as we moved uphill. ‘We don’t have a normal reviewing structure, and there’s no system of accounting for quality. You see what I mean?’ She was looking at me in the mirror. ‘I go to your play. You go to mine. I direct him, he directs me. Everyone in each other’s pockets, hanging out in the same cafés. It’s very nice, like you know it’s a nice group of friends. But it doesn’t make great art, exactly. Except maybe when people go abroad, on tour, all that.’

She wanted a rapport with me. Or perhaps to make excuses, to separate herself from this substandard artwork, asserting her aspirations to Great Art.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I quite enjoyed it.’

‘And then we have someone like Wael, someone who made it big.’

‘Yeah?’ I said.

‘Outside, naturally, in Egypt, in Dubai, you know. But this is pop culture, anyway, it’s different.’

‘Was this the theatre that had its funding pulled?’ asked Haneen.

‘That’s the other one,’ said Mariam. She addressed me in the back: ‘The bigger theatre here did a show about a political prisoner. The Israelis said this was disloyal to the state. So, voilà, they cut the funding.’

It was a long moment before I was aware that we’d stopped moving. The engine was going, but Mariam was looking out of her window with her arms folded. The wipers slashed down across the pane and squeaked upright.

‘There it is,’ she said.

‘There’s what?’

Haneen turned in her seat and frowned. ‘Jiddo and Teta’s house.’

‘Oh.’

I wiped the mist from my window, veined with drops on the outside. Across the road, a house stood in the dull green of a street lamp, flickering in the rain. Alone in a recess, with a freshly pebbled path. A column of arched windows down the centre, the lowest of which was the entryway, a small portico before the door. Two rows of balconies with white railings of curled iron. I stood on the second balcony in my mind and held the railing, the iron black and rough under my fingers. A light came on in an upper window and I noticed a maroon SUV parked in the driveway.

‘Haneen said you wanted to see it,’ said Mariam. She switched on her indicator and turned the car into the road, pausing before the traffic.

‘Yes, I did. I do.’

She parked us in front of the house, leaving the indicators ticking.

‘Who’s living there now? Is that Aunty Rima’s car?’

The house loomed and flickered. Received by neither woman, my question hung in the air. I looked up at the windows again and then, as if standing in a gallery of my mind, gazing down at the stage, waited for my emotion to begin. It was like entering a church and expecting awe and holy feelings, except that now I was waiting for grief. In its absence another feeling crept upon me, a kind of exhausted despair.

‘Oh God,’ I said.

In the lit upper window a shadow moved. Mariam put the car in gear and reversed back onto the road.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Tell you what?’ said Mariam.

‘Haneen?’

‘What?’

‘Why didn’t you tell me they sold the house?’

I looked at the back of my sister’s head through the maw of the headrest.

‘Han?’

‘I didn’t want Baba to know.’ She didn’t turn, but spoke as at the end of a television mystery, face shaded. ‘Don’t tell him yet, will you?’

‘I’m sure they listed it as an Arab house,’ said Mariam. ‘They always get more money that way.’

‘Where did they go?’ I asked.

‘Nadia’s in Canada,’ said Haneen. ‘Rima and Jad are in the West Bank. Haven’t seen them in years.’

‘What happened to all their stuff?’ I said. ‘Teta and Jiddo’s – the furniture, the books. Did they take everything?’

‘Mostly. I have a box of a few things, I can show you.’

Our grandparents both died when I was twenty-seven. Jiddo became critically ill with an infection in his lungs, and once he was taken to hospital Teta went to bed and never got out again. We flew to Haifa as soon as it was clear Jiddo might not recover. When Teta was told he had passed she said, Yes, I know. The funerals were ten days apart, their graves side by side in the Catholic cemetery. Teta and Jiddo had been a paragon of lovers. I used to tease them about the unrealistic example they set. They were cruel to love each other so much, it made the rest of us feel inadequate. They’d never even met Marco; I hadn’t brought him to Haifa and they were too old to travel to London. The year after they died, I married him. And with that, one era of my life was almost entirely sealed off from the next.

Barely a week after Teta’s funeral, our aunts had begun trying to convince our father to give up his share of the property. He hardly lived there, they said; and, as though they could create logic out of sheer force: he had made money elsewhere, therefore he had no right to the house. Then came the breach. He washed his hands of the property, refraining from insult, nobly I thought. The lower half of the building was given to the younger sister and the top half to the elder, who continued to live there with her husband, as she always had done. After all that, they’d gone ahead and sold it. And judging by the mood in the car, I guessed they had not sold it to Arabs.

Mariam pulled up behind Haneen’s building. She kissed my sister on both cheeks, and as Haneen stepped out and shut the door, extended a hand behind to me. It was not a handshake; we touched fingers, Mariam with confidence, me uncertainly.

‘See you soon, uh?’ She let go, and patted the passenger headrest beside her. ‘Yalla.’
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The recorded voices sounded dusty.

Even if I cannot live in it, my soul will reawaken if there is a Palestinian state.

‘Christ,’ I said. ‘Is that Teta?’

‘Listen, listen.’ Haneen pointed at the circles turning in the plastic window of the recorder.

And then, if they say there is a Palestinian state, and they say you, Sitt Aida, can live in it, if you want to. What will you say?

‘Uncle Jad,’ Haneen whispered.

I do not want to live in it. So what? This is my house. Why should I leave it?

But your soul will awaken.

Re-awaken.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘I remember this.’

‘You were there?’ She frowned.

And you feel there is a stronger connection now with the Dafawim?

‘Yeah. So were you.’

‘I don’t think I was.’

‘Super weird.’ I sprang the stop button and began to prise the recorder open with my fingernails.

‘Careful careful careful.’

‘It’s fine.’ The cassette had a little label on one flank annotated 1994 in biro. ‘Did you listen to the whole thing? I need a coffee. Does Jad know you have it?’

‘It was in a box of crap they were throwing away. I guess he might have kept it if he realised.’ Haneen poured boiling water into the cafetière, which smoked in the sunlight on the counter. ‘What was he doing it for, do you know?’

‘He often had some project going on. What else did you find?’

‘Nothing, junk. Photo albums, I’ll show you, they’re in my office. Oh, you know what – I had a flying dream last night. It’s just come back to me.’

‘That means sex, I think. Or maybe that’s swimming.’

She made a disgusted noise. ‘I was flying over Jerusalem.’

‘I dreamt,’ I said, remembering, ‘I had two pet budgies. That’s funny. I didn’t know how to take care of them, so I … so I filled the bottom of the cage with bread, and the red one got buried and disappeared. At the same time there was a robbery, but the robbers didn’t take anything. I was still looking for my bird when the police arrived.’

‘Other people’s dreams are quite boring to hear about, aren’t they?’ said Haneen, mock-weary. Her phone buzzed and shuffled on the counter. She picked it up. ‘Hi, darling. Wait, say that again?’ And walked into her bedroom.

I made myself a milky coffee and carried it and the recorder and tape into the corner where a green couch slumped beneath a window. Through the glass the trees shone, perfectly still. What I hadn’t said was that it was Harold who had given me the birds in the dream, and his house that was robbed. Whenever I remembered my dreams he seemed to be there, haunting me with a faceless and yet extremely specific presence. Dear Harold. I have decided that I would prefer never to see you again. It was not as though he was attempting to see me. I slipped the tape back into the recorder and closed it as Haneen walked back into the room.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Salim’s been suspended.’

I could tell I was supposed to gasp. ‘Who is Salim?’

‘Mariam’s brother! They’re talking about stripping parliamentary immunity.’

‘Oh. Oh no. What’s he accused of?’

‘Security threat, I think. They haven’t said.’

‘Like, what does that mean?’

‘Something like communicating with the enemy.’

I paused. ‘Are you okay?’

‘No. Salim’s a big deal, he’s in one of the major parties.’

‘And he’s definitely not?’

‘Communicating with the enemy? What kind of a question is that?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know. I’m sorry your friend has been arrested. That’s terrible. Fuck the Israelis.’

My tone was off. I needed more caffeine. I could picture the Mansour boy, a few years older than us, bookish, gangly. Haneen and I faced each other across the kitchen. She yanked the dishwasher open.

‘You don’t even recognise your own grandparents’ house.’

‘Excuse me? It was raining, and dark. Why didn’t you tell me it got sold? I mean, how can you expect, when you leave me out of everything? It’s like you want it all for yourself.’

‘Oh, I see.’ She pivoted, smiling falsely. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ Her voice rose and fell on waves of sarcasm. ‘You want to take it back?’

‘You got me.’ I clicked my fingers. ‘I’ve come to take Palestine back.’

She didn’t laugh.

‘What is going on with you?’ I said.

‘I’m just overwhelmed. I’m sorry.’ She put a hand to her face and took a deep breath. ‘There’s been this guy in the department.’

‘Oh-ho. Okay, I see.’ I laughed, relieved. We were in the same boat. ‘Let’s sit down. Tell me what’s happened.’

‘Last Tuesday we had a department meeting.’ She didn’t sit, but leaned against the dishwasher. ‘Apparently, the previous week, the cleaners found some bags of urine in the trash in the faculty building. And in one of the bathrooms it looked like someone had been shaving.’

‘That’s disgusting.’

‘It means there’s someone living there, someone homeless.’

‘Oh.’

‘And it seemed likely it’s a graduate student, because only they have twenty-four-hour access to the building.’

‘Or she.’

‘It’s a he.’

‘Why the bags?’

‘The security cameras in the corridors at night, I think. There are no cameras in the classrooms or lecture halls.’

‘I see. Yes, that’s quite sad.’

‘Most of the faculty started on about increasing security at weekends. To have a check-in, or stop graduate students from entering the faculty building after hours. No one was talking about the real issue, which is why is there a graduate student living in the faculty building? Does it not cross their mind to think, actually, this person might be in trouble? It’s hard to get a word in but I piped up at the end, and a few people nodded and then Eyal, the faculty chair, returned to the question of security. The next day, he gets caught on CCTV.’

‘Eyal?’

‘The student. I get an email from Eyal. First of all, what I said at the end of the meeting got some of the senior faculty talking. My words preyed on their conscience, and they’ve decided to speak to the student before taking action. They’ve found him on one of the cameras. And he’s Palestinian, though he didn’t say this directly. Eyal wants me to go and talk to him.’

‘Are you the only Arab on faculty?’

‘There’s Ashraf, but Ashraf may as well be Swedish. Anyway, I met the boy in the cafeteria the day before you came. He looked terrified. His name was Yunes. Do you remember that boy Issa used to bring over, the one who lost his parents? He reminded me of him, a bit.’ She switched into Arabic. ‘He says, I didn’t realise you were Palestinian, and I say, Is everything okay with you? And he doesn’t say anything, he just looks at me like this, like, that’s a stupid question. Sort of angry, sort of wounded. I felt really embarrassed. But you know I had a job to do, and also I was trying to do the right thing, so I say, I’m a professor, you can tell me. And he laughs and says, Everything is fine, thank you, Professor.’ She hesitated, then went back to English: ‘It took a while to loosen him up but eventually he told me his father’s an alcoholic and was just jailed for robbery. No siblings, mother died years ago. He was living at home but they took the house away because of the father’s debt, and he can only just about pay tuition. He made a choice; he said he didn’t want to end up like his parents.’

‘Poor kid.’

‘I suggested a few things, I said, Why don’t you appeal to so-and-so in HR, you could get an admin position, it would take the weight off your tuition and also give you a bit extra for rent. I even said I might know someone with a spare room. And then he turned on me.’

‘In what sense?’

‘He looks at me and says, in this quiet voice, Why did you take this job? I was like, What? And he says again, Why did you take this job? And I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything, and then he says, You’re not from here, are you. And I said, Well yes, I’m part Dutch, and I grew up in England mostly, and he goes, Why didn’t you get a job in England, then? Why are you working with them?’

‘Christ.’

‘I know. I just sat there, I started to mumble something about, duty, I don’t know – I mean, I’ve been teaching there for, what, ten years? Why do I have to explain myself to some student?’

‘Right.’

‘Then he says, You think you have an effect? And then he says, You know what, you’re not even Palestinian. You’re an Israeli. He said that in Hebrew.’

‘Oh, sweetie,’ I said. ‘That’s just stupid.’

Her eyes were glinting.

‘People lash out, Han,’ I said. ‘The kid was homeless.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

Her face was turned to the floor. I was surprised. She was usually so self-assured.

‘I don’t know why this in particular hurt me,’ she went on. ‘Maybe because I was trying to help him.’

‘The person in trouble here is him, though, not you. I think you’ll just need to get over this.’

Her eyes flicked to me. ‘Wow. That was unkind.’

‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I didn’t mean it like that. I actually sympathise. I just think sometimes it can be helpful to think outside, a bit, of your immediate, you know, reactions.’

‘How insightful.’

‘What did you say?’

‘It’s easier for you, you just denied everything.’

‘What have I denied?’

‘This is real life, Sonia. This is not some play.’

My voice cracked. ‘You think I don’t know that?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Talk about spite.’ I knew that my crack, however unintentional, was making her capitulate under the force of an automatic
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