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FOR REYANN AND ISAH,

نور حياتي




.كل الطرق تؤدي إليك، حتى تلك التي أخذتها لانساك

محمود درويش—

All roads lead to you, even those I took to forget you.

—Mahmoud Darwish




Prologue

Yara’s Journal

I don’t know why I’m writing this. William said it would help me articulate myself to you, reconcile past and present. I need to go back there, need to find a way to reach you, but I don’t know how.

I’ve never been good with words. There are some things language cannot communicate.

Instead, I paint pictures in my mind. I build a white house with a colorful garden and a tranquil lake covered in emerald-green lily pads, then I put myself inside of it. The rooms are bright and airy, with big windows through which I watch the world. Outside, birds chirp and flowers bloom and everything feels calm beneath the wide, open sky. I close my eyes and paint more images, one stroke at a time, of sunflowers and sunsets and rooms full of books so I don’t have to be alone.

I’m trying to listen to William’s advice, to close my eyes and quiet the voices in my head. But when I begin to write down memories, attempt to lay them out in clear sentences, the words won’t connect. When I look back for you, my mind goes blank. I can’t describe it, this feeling I cannot name, this wound I cannot see. I feel it, though, like every bone in my body is on fire.

William says that writing can transform the unspeakable into a story.

Only I don’t want to tell a story, I want to break free.







Yara’s Journal

For as long as you could remember, your mother, my teta, taught you to tread carefully through life. Teta said, in Arabic, “Bad luck lurks everywhere.”

Growing up, you avoided walking under ladders or breaking mirrors. If you spilled something, you threw a pinch of salt over your left shoulder to protect yourself. You knew that scratching an itchy palm meant you were going to lose money and if you looked a black cat in the eye a jinn would possess you.

Teta’s favorite superstition was tabseer: reading the leftover grounds of Turkish coffee at the bottom of a cup. Over the years, you watched her read grounds for family and neighbors and friends, all eager to learn their fortune. Teta would sit across the table from them on the rooftop balcony, her hands curled around a teacup intricately painted with flowers. It was small, only an inch or two in height and even less in diameter. She’d peer down into it, draw a breath through her nose, and nod. When she’d finally look up, there was a distinct air of knowing to her, a gleam in her eye.

You spent most of your time on the rooftop with Teta, planting and cleaning vegetables, baking bread, hanging laundry, singing and strumming your oud. Your shelter was small and cramped, and up on the spaciousness of the rooftop, in the wide-open air, you felt alive, free.

One morning, as she prepared the brew, Teta told you, “I was your age when my own mother taught me how to read the remnants on the bottom of a cup.” The aroma of freshly ground beans was in the air. You sat close together on the rooftop of your cement shelter, in an overcrowded refugee camp in the occupied West Bank, as Teta began the practice that had been in the family for generations.

“Turkish coffee is first and foremost a tradition, a ritual,” she began. “An art.”

Cross-legged on the concrete floor, you watched Teta scoop two spoonfuls of finely ground coffee powder into a wide-bottomed copper ibrik, then fill it halfway with water. She held it over an open flame to get the best taste, whisking and stirring until the mixture reached a boiling point. As soon as the brew foamed over, she poured a stream of kahwa into two porcelain cups with saucers, then placed them on a matching serving tray. You thought the coffee set looked like a work of art, the intricate patterns hammered into the shiny copper by local artisans, the hand-painted tulips and blue-and-white hamsas, meant to ward off evil.

Your eyes fixed on Teta, you sipped the steaming, fragrant liquid. It tasted the way you imagined kawha would taste—strong and sweet, with a dark and bitter aftertaste.

“You need to drink slowly, Meriem,” Teta said, pursing her lips around the porcelain rim. “After the last sip, you make a wish.”

You followed her lead, drinking from the side so the sediments stayed loose, until your cup was empty.

When Teta finished her own cup, she placed a saucer over the rim and flipped it upside down. As you waited for the coffee dregs to dry, you sang and strummed your oud, your fingers plucking the strings of this ancient instrument while your mother hummed along. Eventually, she turned the cup upright and you both peered inside, studying the dark grainy streaks like reading a treasure map.

“You have to be careful,” Teta said, her voice serious. “It’s bad luck to read your own cup unless it’s for practice.”

Over the years, you and Teta spent many afternoons on the rooftop together like this, huddled over an empty cup, interpreting the swirls and streaks and symbols. With time, you learned to read the remnants yourself. Long trails meant the wish would come true, while short trails meant failure. Symbols near the rim predicted the future, while symbols on the bottom dealt with the past. A ring meant marriage. Flowers meant happiness. Chunks of grounds on the saucer meant troubles were leaving you.

It wasn’t until the night of your wedding that Teta agreed to read your cup for the first time.

Once again on the rooftop, Teta placed the coffee set in the same arrangement: the ibrik in the center of the tray, the well-worn cups on both sides. You sipped your kawha slowly, your fingers trembling, noticing a thin crack down the side of the cup. After the last sip, you swirled the sediments around the walls, then flipped the cup facedown on the saucer. Teta placed your wedding ring on the top of the cup, her hands fumbling at the fabric of her thob.

You watched her with great anticipation, wondering how you’d make it through the ten minutes it’d take the dregs to dry. Your mind wandered to a life beyond this camp, where you would spend your days doing something you loved, like singing, someplace where the neighbors wouldn’t be watching your every move, waiting for you to get pregnant, chopping vegetables and gossiping, judging every decision you made. Someplace where you felt more free.

“It should be dry,” Teta said, flipping the cup over at last.

You blinked your dreams away, inhaled a deep breath. This is it, you thought. A new beginning.

But when Teta glanced down at your cup, you knew instantly that something was wrong. She tilted it, frowned, then pulled the cup close to her face, uncharacteristically silent. She’d rarely needed more than a few seconds to interpret the symbols, and her seeming reluctance now filled you with dread.

“What do you see?” you asked. “Will I be a singer in America? Will I be happy?”

Teta’s hands were shaking, and for several seconds she stared down at her lap, her face raked and twisted, before rearranging her expression and looking back at you.

“I see many nests,” she finally said.

“Pregnancy?”

“Yes,” Teta said. “Many children. You’ll make a wonderful mother.”

“Mother.” You draw the word out, somehow, like a sad melody. Even though you didn’t want children, even though you longed to be free, it must have been inconceivable for you to imagine a life as a woman that didn’t include motherhood.

“Great,” you eventually said, frowning. “Like most women we know. What else?”

Teta swallowed, her eyes fixed on the cup. She shifted in her seat, tilting the cup to the side, her fingers unsteady. “There are mountains,” she finally said. “Five, maybe six.”

“What does that mean?”

Teta blinked, her expression hard. She knew you knew what this meant, but she obliged you. “Mountains symbolize hardships, obstacles.” She shook her head, softening her features. “But it could just mean that you’ll struggle adjusting to America.”

“But what if it’s a warning that something bad will happen to me?”

“No, no,” Teta said, avoiding your eyes. “Everyone suffers hardships in this life, Meriem. Especially women.”

You looked at her, unconvinced. “Do you see anything else?”

Teta opened her mouth then closed it. She shook her head, but tears welled in her eyes. “You don’t have to go, ya binti. You can stay here with me, at home in your country.”

“I wish I could, Yumma,” you told her. “But Palestine is no longer ours, and there’s nothing left for me here.” Sitting there, wringing your hands in your lap, your body sinking toward the ground now, you felt an old darkness grow and spread through you, as if your soul were suffocating in tar. How could you tell Teta—you could not—that the fear of leaving her and starting anew could not compare to the gripping, sickening terror of staying behind? You looked up at her, struggling to keep your voice steady. “Please don’t worry about me in America. I’ll visit as often as I can, and the next time you see me, I’ll be famous!”

Teta tried to smile, but she made a noise that sounded like a strangled laugh, then her tears streamed down her face and she started crying and couldn’t stop. She set the cup down and buried her face in her hands. For a while you watched her, your hands clutched at your throat. And though you said nothing, your fingers pressed so hard into your neck that on your flight to America, your new husband would notice a blue bruise imprinted on your skin.

Eventually Teta caught her breath and wiped her face. She studied you for a moment, then she reached for the back of her neck to undo the clasp on her necklace. It was made of twenty-four-karat gold, and from it hung a blue-eyed hamsa charm that Teta’s own mother had given her on her wedding night.

Teta brushed your hair to one side, kissed your forehead. Then she pulled you into her, your face pressed hard against her chest, then released you.

Slowly she hung the necklace around your neck, almost whispering. “Take this, ya binti. It will always protect you.”






1

Yara was straining basmati rice in the kitchen sink when the doorbell rang. In a rush, she transferred the rice to a pot, adding garlic, allspice, turmeric, and a stick of cinnamon, wishing she’d had a red chili pepper on hand. Stealing a quick glance at the oven timer, she frowned. She tightened her fingers around the pot handle and listened to her husband’s voice in the hall.

“Ahlan wa sahlan,” Fadi said. “Come on in.”

As she added warm water to the pot, Yara could hear Fadi kissing his parents on both cheeks, then the shuffle of shoes being taken off by the front door, then her two daughters’ footsteps like drumbeats down the stairs. “Sitti! Seedo!” they called out.

On any other night, she would have peeked out of the kitchen to watch Mira and Jude descending the circular staircase to greet their father at the door, on his return home from work. Fadi would set down a box in the foyer, wiping his palms against his pants before his daughters clamped their arms around his legs. But on Sundays, Fadi took off work, and more often than not his parents came over for dinner. Yara always spent the day pacing around the house in preparation for their arrival, scrubbing the bathrooms and picking specks of dirt off the hardwood floors, before centering herself between the walls of her spice pantry, surrounded by olive oil, za’atar, nutmeg, and coriander, the aroma bringing her back to her grandmother’s kitchen in Palestine.

She set the pot of rice on the stove and lit the burner. Looking up, she found Fadi filling the doorway with his tall, broad frame. “You’ve outdone yourself,” he said. “Everything smells delicious.”

Yara wiped her forehead with the bottom of her apron. In the foyer she could hear her daughters ushering their grandfather upstairs to play with them. “Thanks,” she said, without meeting Fadi’s eyes.

As soon as she grabbed a tall bottle of olive oil from the pantry, Yara felt another presence in the kitchen. When she looked up, her mother-in-law was standing next to Fadi.

“Marhaba,” Nadia greeted her.

“Ahlan khalto,” Yara said, forcing her mouth into a smile. She gripped the edge of her apron, breathing slowly.

“Try not to sound too excited now,” Nadia said in Arabic as she peeled off her hijab, folded it neatly, and set it on the counter. Her short hair was henna-dyed a rich wine-red color, but tints of gray showed at her temples.

Fadi coughed, his face reddening. “I’m going to check on the girls.”

Yara could feel her heart begin to race as he slipped out of the room. She unscrewed the olive oil, poured a splash into the rice.

“Shu? You’re still cooking?” Nadia said, walking toward the stove. She was a plump woman with round cheeks and small, expectant eyes.

“I’m almost done,” Yara said, her hands shaking. She put a glass lid on the rice, adjusting it so no steam would escape.

“Let’s see what we have here,” Nadia said. She walked over to the dining table, eyeing the Palestinian staples Yara had spread out on the sufra: olives and olive oil, hummus, pita, sliced tomatoes, pickles, lemons, and the chopped mint and parsley leaves that she’d picked from the potted plants on her windowsill.

“No salad?” Nadia said.

“There’s tabbouleh in the fridge.”

Nadia nodded to herself, hesitating for a second before walking back over to the stove. One by one, she lifted the aluminum wrapping off each covered dish, letting the steam escape from the shakshuka and fried kibbeh balls. Yara felt her ears get hot but kept her eyes on the water in front of her, almost at its boiling point. She added a teaspoon of salt and secured the lid.

“What else are we having?” Nadia said, eyeing the inside of the oven.

“Kufta kebabs with tzatziki and yellow rice.”

“What about your father-in-law? You know he can’t eat rice anymore with his blood sugar.”

Yara swallowed, trying to remain calm, a state that was hard to access lately, especially in her mother-in-law’s presence. “I know,” she said, tilting her head toward the electric cooker. “I made bulgur for him.”

“Good, good,” Nadia said, running a hand through her hair as she circled the kitchen. She scanned the light oak floors and white granite countertops, which were spotless despite the three-course meal in progress. Seemingly disappointed, she went over to the eating area, where she picked at a spiderweb hanging from two light bulbs of the chandelier.

Yara sighed. “Sorry, I always forget to dust that thing.”

“Clearly,” Nadia said.

As usual, only a few minutes in her mother-in-law’s presence and she was reminded of all the ways she was failing.

“You know what they say,” Nadia said now, running her index finger against the windowsill, then bringing it to her face to examine it. “A messy house is a sign of a mess within.”

Watching her mother-in-law survey the kitchen as the sun tucked itself behind the pine trees, Yara felt such a longing to be alone, away from the gaze of Nadia’s judgmental eyes. Everything about Yara seemed to irritate her mother-in-law, especially lately. Maybe Yara was too defiant, too questioning. Maybe Nadia resented that she wasn’t able to control her, or that Yara refused to be the kind of woman Nadia wanted her to be, even after all these years.

In the early years of her marriage, Yara had helped Nadia clean the same way she’d helped her own mother as a child: plunging her hands up to her elbows in dishwater, crouching under sofas and tables to retrieve crumbs of food left by Fadi’s younger brothers, ironing and folding all their laundry, scrubbing bathroom floors, her head dizzy from the fumes as she wiped stray pubic hairs from the base of the toilet. Yara had hoped these acts of service would bring her and Nadia closer, but to her mother-in-law Yara was only doing what was expected of her.

When she thought about it, the tension between them began on the day of Yara’s wedding, nine years ago, when Nadia had asked her to start wearing a hijab. Yara was nineteen then, a first-year in college, and she had flown to Fadi’s hometown just days before the wedding—living there ever since. “No thanks,” Yara had said without flinching. They were standing in the bathroom while Yara reapplied her eyeliner, having cried it off twice before. “Nothing against the hijab if that’s what a woman chooses for herself,” Yara had said. “The Quran clearly states it’s my choice. But I’m not really religious.”

Yara felt then the sudden weight of Nadia’s gaze, so disapproving, it made Yara turn away from her own reflection. She swallowed, a soft ache beating inside her, like a bird unable to flutter its wings. Nadia shook her head slowly, her eyes assessing Yara—this was the sudden weight, her mother-in-law’s judgment. “It’s not just about religion,” Nadia said, her lips curled in disapproval. “You wear it out of modesty, to prevent hakyelnas. We don’t want people to start talking.”

People, Yara had thought, swallowing hard. Of course.

Yara had been unsure about moving to the South, a place she’d known about only from her favorite southern writers: Flannery O’Connor, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison. From their books she’d gathered that southern culture was not so unlike her own: full of loud and large close-knit families where women married young and had many children, focused on conservative values with an emphasis on religion or tradition, with an adherence to recipes that were passed down through generations. Even the obsession with tea at every possible social gathering—though southerners preferred it iced while Arabs served it boiling—felt like a point of connection. The similarities filled her with both comfort and dread. What kind of life would she have in the suburbs? Would she fit in? Or would she feel like she’d felt all those years in Brooklyn: disconnected, unseen, alone?

She wished she had been able to voice her hesitation to her family back then. But she struggled to articulate her feelings, even to herself. Words diluted things, made them smaller. Growing up, she could not explain how it felt to look out the window every night, waiting for Baba to come home, or describe the fear that consumed her when his shouts echoed through the walls or the feeling of her face pressed against her pillow to drown out the noise, only to realize that it was coming from inside her.

Drawing, she soon learned, helped soothe the twisted feeling inside her, the dark pit of fear in the center of her chest, the certainty that something was constantly wrong. Alone in her cramped bedroom, she drew what she saw through the window: a row of red brick houses, the orange pink shimmer of a sunset, yellow dandelions dancing beneath the golden sun, the swirling dark turbulence of a night sky, a collection of vignettes, drawn in a frenzy, that left her in a strange state of emotional curiosity, as if her stiff heart had cracked open to the world. She hoped the pleasure she felt in these states would be enough to heal the darkness that rumbled through her, to cure the war inside her head. But these days, she felt very far from the person she wanted to be.

Now, as Nadia made her way toward the fridge, Yara slid in front of her and opened it first, scanning the glass shelves to make sure they were clean. With her back to her mother-in-law, she said, “It’s been hard to keep up with everything lately.”

“I can see that,” Nadia said.

Yara’s face went hot, despite the cold air from the fridge. She wanted to confess to Nadia that she really was trying her best, but lately there was this overwhelming darkness that seemed to stand beside her like a shadow.

“I know you’ve been struggling,” Nadia went on, as if she could read Yara’s mind. “But it’s time you pulled yourself together, dear. For your family’s sake.”

Yara shut the fridge door and returned to the stove, where she lowered the heat on the rice. She leaned her hip against the counter and watched Nadia open the fridge, lift out one container after another, and scan the bottom for an expiration date, muttering to herself when she eventually found one to toss away.

“Why don’t you come with me to the mosque this Friday?” her mother-in-law said, after pulling out the bright green tabbouleh and tasting it from a cupped palm. “A little socializing might cheer you up.”

Yara frowned and opened a cupboard, pretending to look for something inside.

“You haven’t been in a while,” Nadia went on, her hand coated with olive oil and specks of fresh parsley and mint. “And the women have been asking about you. It would be good to show your face.”

“Sorry, I can’t. A new term starts tomorrow, and I’ll have a lot of work to do.”

“Right. But you’re coming to Nisreen’s baby shower next weekend, no? She would be so upset if you missed it.”

Yara closed her eyes, her face hidden behind the cupboard door. Her mother-in-law knew she wasn’t a lively person, preferring to be alone or with her immediate family, and yet she still insisted on inviting her to every Arab event in town. Their small town had an even smaller Palestinian community, with perhaps two dozen families, but Nadia knew mostly everyone, all the women coming together to form a little village of their own. Yara had accompanied her mother-in-law in the past despite her disinterest, smiling with perfect composure, even joining in on the gossip every now and then to show that she was a good sport. But lately these activities ceased to have any meaning, and she could no longer bring herself to pretend otherwise.

“Sorry,” Yara said, turning the burner off under the rice. “I’m not in the mood to go anywhere.”

Nadia was silent, reaching back into the bowl of tabbouleh.

“You can’t keep avoiding everyone,” she finally said, licking her fingers. “When was the last time you came with me to a wedding or had any of our friends over for dinner?”

Yara shrugged. Technically these women were Nadia’s friends, not hers. She could easily go an entire week and only receive texts from Fadi, the only friend she had.

“It’s unhealthy to keep to yourself all the time,” Nadia continued. “Not to mention how important it is to maintain your social standing in the community. People will start talking if they don’t see you.”

Yes, of course, the people.

“What could they say? I’m not doing anything wrong.”

“As if that’s ever stopped anyone,” Nadia said. “People don’t hear from you for a while and they assume all sorts of things: you’re up to no good, or afflicted with some disease, or God forbid, you’re suffering from something mentally, an evil spirit.”

Yara rolled her eyes. “A jinn, really? This isn’t Aladdin.”

“You act like I’m making this all up,” Nadia said. “You clearly haven’t been yourself, and we don’t want to give anyone a reason to start rumors.”

Nadia looked at her with those hard brown eyes, her expression so serious that Yara turned away. She lifted the bottom of her apron to wipe her forehead again.

“I’ve been worried about you, dear,” Nadia went on. “Your eyes are sunken and your eyeliner is smudged. You look like you’ve aged ten years.” She scanned Yara up and down. “And why are you always dressed in black and wearing leggings? You need to put in more effort. For Fadi’s sake.”

Yara leaned into the counter, wondering how long this would go on. She wanted to tell Nadia that she wished it were as simple as her appearance. She would rather have something wrong with her body, something fixable, than with her mind, which she suspected was the real problem. But she wouldn’t dare admit that to her mother-in-law.

Instead Yara cracked her knuckles and looked at Nadia, at her slumped shoulders, and the way her body bent, as if life had weighed her down.

Yara willed herself to meet Nadia’s eyes. “This is what I like to wear. Besides”—she hesitated—“why don’t you ever tell your son to dress up for me?”

Nadia raised an eyebrow. “That’s not how it works. Pleasing your husband is your duty.”

“Is it?” Yara said. She was laughing now and finding it hard to stop. Of all the mothers-in-law she could’ve had, why did she have to end up with one who was intent on pressuring her to walk the same path she had vowed her whole life to escape? Not that it would’ve stopped her from marrying Fadi, even if she had known. She’d had other problems to worry about then.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” said Nadia, looking stricken. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you crack a smile, and this is what you find funny? Is it too much to ask for you to put in a little effort, for your husband’s sake? I’ve been trying to hold my tongue for some time now, but enough is enough. You can’t continue on like this.”

Yara stopped laughing and met her eyes. “Like what?”

“Moping around like you’re on the verge of death yourself. You need to toughen up, dear. You have a family that depends on you.”

Yara stepped away from the stove, adrenaline pouring through her veins. “You act like I’m spending my days in bed,” she said. “I take care of the girls all by myself, go to work every day, keep up with all the housework, and have dinner ready for Fadi every night. Maybe if I had a little more help with the girls, I could worry about how I look. But that’s the least of my problems right now.”

“Your children are your responsibility,” Nadia said, shaking her head. “You can’t expect anyone else to raise them for you. If you’re so overwhelmed, then you don’t need to work.”

“No way,” Yara said too quickly. “My job is the only thing I do for myself. Why would I give that up?”

“Why not?” Nadia said. “Fadi makes good money, mashallah. He doesn’t need your help.”

It took considerable effort not to scream. Her mother-in-law rarely missed an opportunity to remind her that Fadi was the breadwinner, as if that wasn’t the norm in her own family, too. Yara’s parents had immigrated to America from Palestine shortly after they married, arriving in Brooklyn with a few hundred dollars in their pockets and no English. The Arab community in Bay Ridge and Baba working day and night to provide for them was how they’d survived.

In the early months of her own marriage, Fadi was still a cashier at his father’s gas station, where he had worked since he was seventeen. Every night, Fadi came home to their cramped apartment complaining about Hasan, vowing the next shift would be his very last. “I don’t see how a father can treat his own son like this,” he would say. “Always looking down on me, never says thank you or nothing.”

It wasn’t until Yara became pregnant with Mira that Fadi thought seriously about his next steps. Without a college education, he decided he would be better off saving money to open his own business than trying to get another job. At the time, Yara was enrolled in a local college and qualified for financial aid and a full academic scholarship. Each semester, after her tuition was paid and her books bought secondhand, she received a substantial check in the mail, which Fadi had her sign over to him. When they’d finally saved enough, Fadi quit his job and started a wholesale company with his high school friend Ramy. Together they purchased large quantities of general merchandise—tobacco accessories, energy drinks and shots, pain relievers, sunglasses, gloves, batteries, and so on—directly from manufacturers, warehoused them, and sold them in smaller quantities to convenience stores all across the state. The business was financially solvent within six months and quite profitable within two years. “My father told me I would fail without him,” Fadi said. “I’ve never seen a man hate this much on his own son, but I did it. I proved him wrong.”

Yara was happy for him, but a part of her wished she had been able to do the same. Make something of herself beyond the confines of marriage and motherhood, outside other people’s expectations. Create something from scratch, move with that kind of confidence and certainty, as if she’d grown up in a world where women could do that.

“It’s not about the money,” Yara said now, pressing her palms around the pot of rice until her skin burned. “I want to do something with my life.”

Nadia let out a bemused laugh. “You are doing something, dear. You have a husband and children to look after.”

“That shouldn’t mean I can’t do anything else.”

“Except you can barely handle your responsibilities now.” Nadia flicked her eyes back toward the chandelier. “It’s time for you to take a break from work and focus on your family, your home.” She paused, softening her voice. “You’ll feel better with time, in the comfort of your home, you’ll see.”

Yara was silent. Giving up her work would not make her feel better. Not that she could expect Nadia to understand, considering the life she’d led. Much like Yara’s own parents, Nadia had been born and raised in a refugee camp after her family had been evacuated from their seaside home in Yaffa during the Israeli occupation of Palestine in 1948. It was impossible for Yara not to feel deep and intense sorrow for her mother-in-law’s loss, nor could she ignore the reality that her perception of the world was no fault of her own, but rather rooted in the world she came from. Of course Nadia believed that a woman belonged at home. Of course she valued the importance of preserving family, of keeping the family unit tight and intact with a father who worked long hours to provide and a mother who stayed behind, tending to the house and raising the children. Her mother-in-law had been denied the privilege of a home, so now in this beautiful country, she would be insistent on preserving one.

Yara stared down at the yellow rice, almost finished resting.

These thoughts had always been a whisper in her ear, reminding her how good she had it, reminding her that the things she found unfair were nothing, nothing, compared to the struggles of her parents and grandparents. And yet there were days when her ability to empathize with her family’s troubled history did not do what it had done for many years, which was to make her listen, submit, obey. Tonight, she felt as though she had lived her life carrying a weight she could not set down. She made sure to keep her eyes on the pot and not look Nadia in the eye or else she would drop to her knees and scream—the wail so loud and sharp like a dying animal. Why didn’t Nadia understand that just because the women in her family had wholly dedicated their lives to their children, their husbands, that didn’t mean Yara must? She felt the stain of an old sadness seeping into her now. Perhaps it was because of the sacrifices of these generations of women that the idea terrified her so deeply. Because she had seen what that kind of life had done to her own mother, had watched it suck the life out of her eyes, left her burning with resentment: wanting, reaching, incapable, afraid. All Yara wanted now was a life that was the opposite of that.

“You’re quiet,” Nadia said. “You must realize I have a point.”

Yara shook her head, her face burning. “No, not really,” she managed to say.

“Why not? Tell me, what could be more important than your family?”

Yara peered through the glass lid to the rice and reached for a fluffing fork from the drawer. She considered explaining to Nadia the consequences of their families having come to America, where women were capable of having careers and being mothers. She could tell Nadia that maybe she should ask her son to cut back on his work so that Yara could advance her own career. Or the thing she wanted to say most but could never muster the nerve: every time Nadia told her to stay at home with the children, it only heightened her resolve to keep working.

But she knew from nine years of being Nadia’s daughter-in-law that none of this would be met with a receptive ear.

“There’s no shame in admitting when things are too much for you,” Nadia said, moving closer. “You’re only hurting your daughters by pretending otherwise.”

Fear came at the sound of the word daughters, arriving as a heavy sensation beneath her ribs. Yara gripped her fingers around the fork, her hands shaking.

“Think about your girls,” Nadia said. “Think about how your behavior is affecting them.”

She swallowed, unable to bear the thought of hurting her daughters. Didn’t Nadia understand? She was always thinking about the girls, about her own past, about the sickening need she felt to put it all behind her. These days that’s all she was able to think about.

A rush of steam hit her face as she lifted the glass lid off the rice. She touched her open palm to her cheek, her mouth. She stood very still, the heat leaching into her skin, and wondered why her life had unfolded in this way, despite all of her efforts, her sacrifices, her world now brimming with a deep sense of loss.

The rest of the evening progressed the same as it always did when her in-laws were over. The adults ate dinner around the sufra while Mira and Jude picked at chicken and yellow rice with their fingers in front of Encanto in the living room. Her father-in-law told a story about an argument he’d had with the neighbor. “He looks at me like I’m some sort of street rat,” Hasan said. He was a loud, fumbling man who spoke with his hands, as though he were directing an orchestra. “I told him, ‘Keep staring, and I’ll poke that eye out.’”

Nadia made a face. “Is there anyone in town you haven’t had a problem with?”

At the other end of the table, Fadi was shoveling food into his mouth, as if to prevent himself from having to engage in conversation. With a mouth full of tabbouleh, he turned to Yara. “Everything is delicious, babe,” he said.

Yara nodded but couldn’t manage to look him in the eye. Her mind was filled with the usual thoughts she had whenever she was around Fadi’s family: her in-laws were there to keep her in line should she ever forget where she came from. Not that she ever could.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” said Nadia, when, in refilling Jude’s plate with rice, Yara knocked it over, and the grains splattered like little insects across the sufra. Trying to clean up this mess, Yara tipped over her glass, and water spilled over the table, then onto the floor.

“This is exactly what I mean, Yara,” Nadia said, standing up to grab a rag. “Another example of why you’re not doing as well as you claim.”

Yara sat back down, slumped in her seat, watching as her mother-in-law pushed the rag across the table.

“Enough is enough,” Nadia said when she finished cleaning and plopped back into her chair. “You’re clearly not in a good place, and it’s time you did something about it.” She turned to Fadi, who sat in his chair sideways, as though plotting an escape.

“Why don’t you tell her, Fadi?” Nadia said, wiping sweat from her upper lip. “Say something.”

His face flushed a deep red.

“Tell me what?” Yara said, an unexpected fury sprouting inside her.

Fadi swallowed, avoiding her eyes. “Nothing, nothing.” Then he turned to Nadia. “Leave me out of this, Yumma,” he said, his voice sharp. “I have my own shit to worry about.”

“Do you?” Hasan said, setting down a skewer of kufta and turning to his son. “The last time I checked, you haven’t stopped by the store in weeks. You still have a responsibility to me there.”

Fadi was saying something back to him, but Yara couldn’t hear him. She glanced over to Mira and Jude, afraid that they could hear the raised voices, but to her relief they were wrapped up in their show.

She touched her open palm to her cheek and sank farther into her seat. She turned to look out the window. Outside the soft light of sunset filtered through the branches of scarlet oaks and longleaf pines. Yara inhaled and wiped her palms on her napkin. The intensity in her body was very severe, like something was pressing down on her from all directions. For the rest of the dinner she said nothing, and heard only the tiny voice whispering, reminding her of all the things she could’ve done, should’ve done, all the ways she was failing. She stared at her plate, wondering what it would be like to feel nothing, to close her eyes and hear only silence inside her head.
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Monday morning, a blaring alarm jolted Yara awake at twenty past six. She reached for her phone, her fingers mechanically tapping the glass, and shut it off. Twenty-two notifications: eleven emails, two calendar reminders, nine Instagram comments. Already her mind was racing like a browser with too many tabs open, brimming with everything and nothing at once. She stumbled out of bed and into the shower for a quick rinse, rocking herself back and forth under scalding hot water until the heat numbed her skin, loosened her shoulders.

She woke the girls—Mira first, then Jude—urging them to dress quickly. She brushed their hair, made them breakfast, and handed them the lunches she’d packed the night before, each with a note inside. Then she grabbed her work bag before rushing them out the door.

In the car, she clicked in her seat belt and made sure the girls did the same. She had twenty minutes until she had to be at work. If she hurried, she could just make it. Her eyes fixed on the rearview mirror, she backed out of the driveway. And then she was pulling into work, onto the college campus parking lot, only she didn’t remember getting there.

She didn’t remember dropping the girls off at school.

She didn’t remember saying goodbye. Had they spoken to her during the drive? Had she responded?

She stared at the campus in front of her, Nadia’s words in her ear. Too many of her days were passing this way, with whole blocks of time blurred or missing altogether. Her body moved through space and time without her knowledge or consent. Some days she couldn’t remember putting on a particular outfit, or what had happened after retrieving the girls from school or extracurriculars. She’d pick up her camera in those moments and take pictures, one after another, just to be sure she was there.

She knew she was moving too fast, racing from one task to the next. The problem was, if she slowed down, everything only felt worse.

It was the first day of the new term, and the college was brimming with life. The sun golden against the brick buildings, students scurrying across campus to new classes, their schedules in front of them or staring at maps on their phones.

Pinewood College’s three-hundred-acre campus was widely considered the focal point of their picturesque town. It was particularly beautiful in the southern autumn. Wide brick buildings were framed by trees—maples and oaks gone red and yellow, the cedars leaving splashes of green—and hiking trails wove through the campus, one of them leading to the lake, a popular gathering spot for students to swim and picnic.

Once in her office in the Humanities Building, a small room at the far end of the first-floor hall, Yara knew she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. There, she brewed coffee and made her to-do list: reformat nursing website, print syllabus, photograph welding lab, before tackling the first two items.

She’d come here to teach art, but she’d only been approved for one introductory course per semester: “Responding to Art: Form, Content, and Context.” Otherwise, her real workload was as the college’s graphic designer: inputting calendars, formatting websites, changing out images—all dull, repetitive tasks. Such a waste, she thought, then felt a jolt of panic, recalling Nadia trying to make her give up her work.

Jonathan, the director of the Humanities Department, had said three years ago that he would let her teach more art classes once a full-time instructor retired or left. Since then, budget cuts became his excuse whenever she checked in with him about opportunities. She knew she didn’t look like what he thought an artist should, seeing it in his face the first time she applied for a faculty position. “I’m fully qualified for the job,” Yara said when he blinked, defensiveness creeping into her tone.

During her first term teaching the intro course, Jonathan had sat in on her class and was stunned to see she was teaching the works of African American painter Philemona Williamson and Lebanese painter Helen Zughaib, that she was refusing to center whiteness as the custodian of high art. He’d given her “feedback” afterward, strongly encouraging her to bring back the lectures on Monet and Matisse, and only use unapproved works to add flavor rather than as part of the core canon.

Yara stacked the freshly printed syllabi on her desk and began to collate and staple them. Outside, kids flew by on skateboards, crossing the small green quad, so carefree. It was a feeling she’d rarely experienced in college, or ever, really. She’d been pregnant with Mira when she first enrolled here as a student, then with Jude, overloading her credits every semester and racing through back-to-back classes twice a week to minimize the time she spent away from home. Nadia’s round eyes surfaced in her mind, and she shook them away. No, she had not worked this hard over the years—rushing through her degrees while raising two kids and maintaining a home and standing up to her mother-in-law and trying to succeed in a world that did not value her contributions—so she could stand in front of a classroom and perpetrate the very injustices that had colored her entire life. Her mother hadn’t gone to college, and her father had only completed a semester in Palestine before they moved to America. Yara knew how privileged she was to be here and felt that she had a duty to spread awareness. But she also had dreams of making meaningful work, leaving her mark on the world. She felt certain, in the depths of her being, that something beautiful wanted to be created through her. How or what exactly, she wasn’t sure.

Yara scanned the list again, reached for the camera, and headed toward the welding lab.

Outside, the sun was lifting over the buildings, warming the Carolina foliage, hints of hickory and pine in the air. A slight breeze swept through Yara’s hair as she walked across campus, her camera dangling from her neck. She told herself, again, how lucky she was to simply be here.

When she was growing up, her parents were more interested in securing her in a marriage than in educating her. “It wouldn’t hurt to get an education,” her father had said. “But you can go to college when you’re in your husband’s house.” But at the end of high school, she’d secured a full scholarship to a college in Brooklyn, and her father had allowed her to enroll as long as she promised to pursue marriage, too. A few months into her first semester, she’d returned home to find Baba sitting in the sala with three people she’d never seen before: a young man and his parents. Before Fadi, all her previous suitors had been too serious, too traditional. Fadi seemed like a breath of fresh air in comparison, and then it all happened so quickly. Within weeks, she’d moved to this small town in North Carolina and found herself married. She’d transferred her credits and classes to this local university, filled with hope at the promise of starting over with someone who wouldn’t stand in the way of her dreams.

In her art classes, the other students dressed in bold colors and carried thick leather-bound sketch pads under their arms. In workshops, they expressed ideas about the intersection of history, philosophy, and art, articulating their opinions passionately and saying things like “Art does not need to address a public referendum beyond which the artist does not see past.” They didn’t worry about how the world perceived them, only about the impression they would leave on it. It was clear to her that they’d experienced enough of the world to have a solid sense of their place within it, that no one passing them on the street would ever give them a sideways glance. Listening to their discussions, an unrelenting sense of inadequacy grew within her.

She had assumed earning her degrees would move her beyond her limitations—her sheltered upbringing, her immigrant background, the fact that she had not had access to art—and the feeling that had stemmed from these limitations, that she did not have a right to create it. But her education had changed little inside of her. If anything, earning these degrees but still not producing anything herself only proved that she would never be the kind of woman she dreamed herself to be—creative, expressive, free—and that she hadn’t escaped those barriers at all.

Still, in her increasingly rare free time, Yara painted in the sunroom of her home, on an easel she’d set up facing the windows. In those quiet moments, her thoughts became absorbed by the colorful loops, lulled by soothing sounds of brush against canvas. She was neither worried nor afraid at the easel. She had no thoughts about the past, no memories to mull over, no conversations with herself about everything she’d ever done—or had yet to do—in her life. Left to its own accord, her mind was unmanageable, frightening; but in that space, there was nothing to worry about, no buzzing in her ears, no reminders of her own inadequacy. How free she felt in those moments.

But outside of that room, the world darkened again, her mind filling with an onslaught of everything she wanted to forget. Nothing she could ever do would change that, it seemed. She would always be herself, and there was no escaping that.

In the welding lab now, where students in stainless steel masks operated high-end machinery, Yara brought the camera to her eye, checked the aperture, and focused the lens. Clicking away, she captured the yellow sparks that flew off all around them.

In the nursing hall, her next stop, a group of students in pale blue scrubs with stethoscopes hanging from their necks examined a drip machine.

In the garden maintained by the Culinary Arts Department, bushes of mint, sage, and basil gleamed in the afternoon light, their bright green leaves tender and dewy.

Yara tried to slip into each of these areas without the students noticing, hoping to capture a candid image to post to the college’s Facebook and Instagram accounts. When she’d first started doing this work for the school, she’d focused on the campus’s breathtaking views, images that inspired awe. But what interested her more now were the small details of everyday life, finding something intimate in the mundane, images that made her want to lean in and get a better look—street signs, peeling posters, a blade of glass.

Time softened, too, when she put the camera to her eye. The world went still and silent as she focused on the present: a single moment. Much like being in the sunroom painting, she felt for a short while that the world was not such a terrible place, that perhaps everything in her life had happened to bring her to this instant.

Inhaling a deep breath, she took a picture.
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Welcome to ‘Responding to Art.’” Yara stood in the center of the brightly lit, overly air-conditioned classroom and smiled at the new batch of twenty-one first-year students. “My name is Yara Murad, and I’ll be your instructor. We’ll meet here twice a week, on Mondays and Wednesdays.”

She asked the students to take turns stating their name, what they planned to major in, and the last TV show they binge-watched, an icebreaker she did at the beginning of every term. With a smile, looking directly at each student as he or she spoke, she replied: “That sounds lovely. Glad to have you here.”

“The last show I binge-watched was Mo on Netflix,” Yara said when they’d finished going around the room. She’d grown up on shows like I Love Lucy and Seinfeld, relating to their everyday truths despite feeling like she came from a separate world. But Mo was the first time she’d watched a series that highlighted a Palestinian American family. “It’s the closest I’ve ever come to seeing myself on the big screen,” she said.

A few students nodded, but most of them looked at her blankly. She walked over to an empty student desk in the middle of the room to put herself on their level. As she lowered herself into the seat, she said: “I know most of you are here to fulfill the art elective, but my goal is for you to find something truly valuable in this class, regardless of your major or intended career.”

They looked back at her, unmoved. She cleared her throat and went on. “You might be thinking: Why art? What can it possibly do for me? I get it. At one point, the humanities were a sacred endeavor where we were encouraged to seek and cultivate beauty in our every day, but that is no longer the case. Now we live in a world of mass media and technology, a world where everything must have a function, and maybe we’ve lost our appreciation for art, or for doing something for the sake of creativity and pleasure alone.”

A few students shifted in their seats. Others looked down at their phones. Yara resisted the urge to get up and snatch their devices away. “Art is a window into the transcendent, into the divine,” she continued. “And we need it in our lives in order to make a connection to something beyond the limited world we live in. My hope is by the end of the semester, you have made one beautiful thing, and by doing so, expanded your relationship with beauty in other parts of your life.”

No one responded. This was a common occurrence, she’d found, teaching a humanities requirement in a school with few art majors. She couldn’t blame the students. They were here to earn a specific degree in order to get a specific job so that they could contribute to society in a specific way. It followed that they viewed her class as a waste of time. Hadn’t she felt the same her first year of college, racing through her prerequisite courses in an attempt to get to the finish line? And yet she hoped she could still change their minds about art, that they might leave her class prepared for the world in ways they hadn’t known possible before. Some days she believed that teaching was her chance to do meaningful work in the world. Maybe, if she didn’t have the ability to create something of her own, she could help her students do that for themselves. It was a thought that filled her with hope at the beginning of every term, briefly quieting the nagging whisper that she was settling, that she’d never make truly good or worthwhile work.

After going over the syllabus and class requirements and answering the same question about late assignments repeatedly, she at last turned to the projector. With the controller in one hand, and one eye on her students, she pulled up an image of the twelve-section color wheel.

“Ever wondered how artists and designers find their perfect combinations?” Yara began. “They use color theory. The color wheel was invented in 1666 by Isaac Newton, who mapped the color spectrum onto a circle. Knowing how to accurately combine colors, and understanding how they relate to one another, is critical for artists, designers, marketers, and brand developers, too.”

A few students began to take notes. Others stared down into their laps, sneaking looks at their phones.

“Something else I wanted to say,” Yara went on, and cleared her throat. “I wanted to say that often, when influential artists are discussed, it’s always the usual suspects: Van Gogh, Monet, and so on. While we’ll study some familiar paintings this semester, I’m also going to show you paintings by artists of color, artists I suspect you’ve never heard of, but who’ve made an indelible mark on the world. I hope this opens up some new doors to art movements and styles for you to explore.” She waited. No one responded. “But for now, let’s see if you can identify the ways in which color theory was used in these paintings.”

On the whiteboard, she toggled forward through a series: Diego Rivera’s Street in Ávila, with its gentle variations in red, orange, and yellow tones; Amrita Sher-Gil’s Hungarian Gypsy Girl, a burst of intense greens, ochres, and browns, as well as her rigorous brushwork, like stepping inside a patch of grass; Safia Farhat’s’s tapestry La Mariee, a waterfall of colors—vibrant yellows, subdued blues, and deep pomegranate reds—inviting the viewer to lean in for a closer look. Inside the quiet classroom, clicking from one bright painting to the next, Yara moved through elation at their beauty to a sense that the walls were closing in on her. That everyone had turned to look and see what a fraud she was: teaching a class about art when she’d seen none of it firsthand and hadn’t created anything substantial herself.

She stopped at Café Terrace at Night by Vincent van Gogh, a painting depicting a snapshot of a street in Arles. Tiny figures sat on the terrace, under the light cast by a yellow lantern shed that flickered on the cobblestones like loose change. Dark blue shadows of houses loomed in the background, and above them, a starry, shimmering sky.

“Do any of you recognize this painting?” she asked. A few students nodded. “It’s a great example of using colors that sit opposite each other on the wheel to create contrast.” Yara glanced around the room and then back at the board. “How can a painting depict night without any black in it? Here, Van Gogh creates light and intensity through the sharp contrast between the warm yellow, green, and orange colors under the terrace and the deep blue of the sky, which is reinforced by the dark blue houses in the background.”

The students continued to sit with grave-looking expressions on their faces. Yara drew her brows together and exhaled. Were they already bored? Were they thinking about art, or about something else? Checking her watch to see there were about ten minutes left in class, she returned to her desk and asked them to free-write about a painting they found interesting. “Specifically, what about the painting moved you?”

“I’ve always been drawn to Edvard Munch’s The Scream,” Yara offered, typing the words on the keyboard. “It was first composed in 1893 and it’s displayed in the National Museum of Art in Norway.” She pulled up an image of the painting on the whiteboard, then took a step back to examine it. Whenever she saw this agonized face, she felt as though an infinite scream were passing through her, too, a scream she’d spent her entire life holding back. Yet despite its darkness, or perhaps because of it, the painting comforted her somehow, made her feel seen.

The students nodded in recognition at the iconic artwork but said nothing, though they all followed her instructions to flip to a blank page in their notebooks and began to write.

Relieved for the break from talking, she turned back to the whiteboard and stared at the piercing red sky, the long, unsettled face. Looking into those wide eyes, a warm ache filled her chest. The painting was a reminder of how she felt most days living in this world, her body tense as she completed assignments and chores, the hours speeding by, stacking against one another like beads on a string that would total her whole life. Only how much of her life would she remember living, anyway? How much of it would ever mean something?

A young woman in the front row raised her hand. Yara blinked to find herself back in the room, the light from the projector stinging her eyes.

“Yes?” said Yara. “It’s Martha, right?”

Martha nodded, her face bright and energetic. “Is it okay if I don’t know the painting’s name?” she asked. “I see it everywhere but I don’t know what it’s called or who the artist is. But I think it’s an Impressionist?”

“Of course. Do you want to try describing it?”

The young woman examined her fingernails, then said: “There’s not much going on in it, really. There’s a lake with boats and a tiny, bright sun in the distance. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“I think so,” Yara said, typing ‘impression sunrise monet’ on her keyboard. On the whiteboard, dull oranges, blues, and greens formed the backdrop for the dark green boats and vivid orange sunrise.

The young woman smiled. “That’s the one.”

“What a lovely choice,” Yara said. “This painting is credited with inspiring the name for the Impressionist movement. Impression, Sunrise depicts the port of Le Havre, Monet’s hometown. Instead of painting for accuracy, or re-creating the scene, like other artists of his time, Monet tried to paint the feelings brought on by the sunrise, his perception of the landscape, rather than the reality of the landscape itself.”

Without removing her eyes from the screen, Martha nodded. Yara turned to the class. “Would anyone else like to share their choice?”

The others avoided her eyes, some shifting the paper in front of them.

Yara waited, her hand going to the gold charm dangling on a chain from her neck, a palm-shaped amulet that once belonged to Teta, her grandmother.

And then their time was up and the students were all rising and leaving, their energy again hurrying elsewhere, seemingly unchanged. Yara sighed. Not for the first time she wondered if art was something you could even teach, the same way you taught science or math. The rules of math were concrete, but with art, the locus of creation lived within the artist. The rules, “whys,” critiques—they were all arbitrary. How could she begin to capture its essence, let alone transmit it to someone else?

Yara grabbed her things and walked out of the classroom with her head down, feeling a renewed heaviness in her body, the usual thoughts overwhelming her mind. Had she given up her own dream of making art to merely teach it to indifferent students?

College and master’s degrees, she scoffed internally. Ha! She thought she’d been empowered. She thought she’d found the path, done all the right things. She thought she would be free.

Of course, she had also thought, planned, dreamed, that she would avoid marriage. It was an outlandish dream, but she’d painted it in her mind a thousand times: Yara, going to college, then traveling the world and painting. She’d make art out of living itself, never constricting herself to a man or a house or a soul-crushing job.

But, obviously, it hadn’t worked out that way. A hundred times a day she reminded herself that this was her choice, her doing. She’d gotten on that plane. She’d married Fadi. Why hadn’t she fought for what she wanted? Why had she surrendered to her parents’ vision of her future?

As soon as these questions came, they were compounded by the one that followed: How could she feel this way, with the immense opportunities she’d been given, when there were women who were far less fortunate than her, women like Mama?

Mama understood what it was to have unfulfilled dreams. “When I was younger, I wanted to be a singer,” she’d told Yara once, offering her a rare glimpse of her inner life. “I wanted my voice to be recognized all over the world, like Fairuz.” As a child, Mama had strummed her oud on their rooftop garden, singing into the open sky. Morning and night women would come out of their shelters, drawn by the soft sound of her voice, humming along as they hung clothes on laundry lines, watered their gardens, fed the chickens inside the coops. Yara imagined all their worries slipping away, as if Mama’s melodies were medicine in the air. Teta would listen, too, as she watered her plants, then trace her fingers through Mama’s long, dark hair and whisper: “Your voice has the ability to make us forget, ya binti.”

It was Teta who shared the stories of Palestine with Yara: the flaming olive fields outside the home they were forced to leave behind, the harsh winters in the refugee camp, the glistening golden dome of the Aqsa mosque they could no longer visit freely, or at all. The rotting stench of feces outside the nylon tents, the hours-long lines to get food from the UN shelters, the pressure of the heavy water buckets on her shoulders as she hauled water back home. Mama never spoke of these things.

Sometimes Baba had spoken of his childhood in the refugee camp, though: plucking weeds in the fields with his father, kicking a soccer ball barefoot across the narrow dirt alleyways, or weaving around laundry lines on the rooftop of his home. Up on the rooftop, Baba could see the entirety of the overcrowded camp, a mash of concrete buildings stacked close together so that many streets were narrow alleys with barely enough space for people to pass. “I didn’t own a pair of shoes until I was eleven years old,” he would say, as if proud of this adversity, as though the suffering had made him a man.

Yara would turn to Mama then, eager to hear what she had to add, hoping Baba’s stories had awakened a memory in her. But Mama would only look away, her voice trembling as she said, “The camps were a place to live, just like anywhere else. Why does everyone keep talking about them?”

Back at her desk, Yara checked a few items off her to-do list and heard her stomach growl. She hadn’t had time to eat lunch. Not if she wanted to finish her work in time for pickup. She made another pot of coffee instead, scrolling through Instagram while she waited for it to brew, through photos of people she knew from her school days in Brooklyn, women in the community she’d met through Fadi and his mother, distant relatives in Palestine, her brothers, who were now scattered across the country; even her mother-in-law, who’d joined recently.

Yara also followed people she didn’t know, celebrities and influencers displaying magazine-worthy images that filled her with envy. She refilled her mug, trying to keep her hands still, to not waste another minute mindlessly scrolling through endless content. But blinking up at her from the screen were foreign cities with cute canals and crisscrossed bridges, women contouring their faces with shades of concealer and bronzer, ads for products she didn’t need but had been convinced she wanted. The thought that flashed through her mind wasn’t Why am I looking at all this? but What do people see when they look at me? With every post Yara uploaded, she felt an unease wash over her, a desperate need to prove herself, prove that she was happy and thriving despite what had happened. Despite what they thought her life would look like.

Yara lifted her mug now, studied the ring it had left on the desk, her mind beginning to churn. Absently she
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