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1991 Jerusalem

The Arab in Independence Park says I am a mistrustful woman. He knows this by the way I clench my fist, wrap my arm around my stomach, and look everywhere but into his eyes. I did not invite him to share this park bench with me nor did I tell him that last week I buried my mother near the Mt. of Olives. I do not tell him it is the noise on the border or the way I fall too quickly in love when I turn Jerusalem corners, that has made me the way that I am. Instead I tell him he is wrong, must be wrong until he proves that I can’t trust. He asks me to leave my bag on the grass, to let go of everything I have, to let him take my hand and push it until it opens into a beautiful, trembling, flower.

I tell him I have played this game before and lost. I have opened like a flower only to be pulled from the soil the way he has been removed from his land. I tell him I have trusted strangers and that is why I live with my arms wrapped around my belly, why I push away everything, even love, before it has had a chance to blossom.

2001 Chicago

The Arab at Mercy Hospital who stands at the end of my bed where I am pushing out my son says I am a strong woman. My arms are wrapped around my husband’s body to shield me from the pain, to bring him into it. It is not a conscious decision to trust this Palestinian American doctor named Jacob at the foot of my bed but I do. I let go of everything, all control of my bowels, my manners. I let go of my husband and this man rests his fist on my pleasure spot; for a moment he takes my pain. It is only later that I wonder if I can take his pain with my hands but I know it does not live in his body.

Outside it is storming and my son’s insistence on entering the world this night, one month early, pulls Jacob out of another woman’s room where he is gloved and masked, prepared to cut her baby from her womb. He is called to my bedside where only my son and I know that he is about to enter the beginning of the world. I push and push and over the nurse’s shreiks Jacob’s voices is clear and low, a soothing melody. He tells me I am a strong woman and I can do this. I believe him and push my son into Jacob who catches him and offers my husband a tool with which to cut the umbilical cord. As if this is the end of the story Jacob tells me he must leave now, and return to the woman in the next room.

The woman in the next room, Rachel, still thinks Jacob is a Jew. Her midwife says he is the only doctor she knows who treats midwives with respect. The other doctors push them aside to attend to difficult births. So because of his manner and his name, Rachel never considered that he wasn’t a Jew. I have just learned this news myself when Jacob’s name appeared on the list of who would step in for my midwife if I should deliver while she was away. My husband knew right away that he was Arab. This was not a problem for me. But for Rachel, who I met in my prenatal Yoga class, I knew it would be different. Over the past few months as we watched our bellies expand in the dim candle light created by our yoga instructor, Rachel, another American Jew, told me the story of why she had returned from her settlement in the West Bank, not far from Ramallah, where it turns out Jacob was born. When she was pregnant with her first child, a Palestinian burst into her home one night on a random rampage. He tried to stab Rachel and her  husband jumped in front to protect her. He was killed along with their unborn child. But her dreams of what Israel could be were not buried with her family. She remained and married again. When she became pregnant with their first child she returned to Chicago so her mother could be with her while she gave birth. Although I am against the occupation of the territories and Rachel has built a home in them, we bonded the way potential and new mothers bond while we learned stretches that were supposed to make labor and delivery easier for us. We never imagined that my water would break on the same day that she was brought in for a Cessarian. I will not tell Rachel that the man who is returning to her room with a mask, the man who will protect her unborn child who is two weeks late by performing a c-section, is not a Jew but an Arab.

My son sleeps a lot but I am not well. My vision is blurry and my body is in shock from the quickness with which life passed through it. My mother is not here to tell me it will be okay or to remind me of her story – how quickly I came into the world. She had left Palestine for America because she thought it would be easier to be a wife here and a mother and because she thought that maybe she had fallen in love with an American man who was visiting the kibbutz where she lived in the center of the country. This man became my father.

But when my mother was here she didn’t say that much. English was not her mother tongue and my Hebrew is Biblical. So I would imagine what she might say. What she would think. Maybe I put my own thoughts into her head. Maybe I only imagined that she was always longing for the land of her youth, a past love or maybe even a lost idea. As I hold my son to my breast I want to know my mother’s own thoughts, not my father’s translations, not my projections. Now that I am a mother I want my own mother back but she is gone. I do not know yet that I have been captured by the Arab’s sad eyes, that they will calm me and cause restlessness, that I will pack a bag.

Jacob comes to see me again and again. When he walks in my hospital room I pull my gown in false modesty to cover my breasts, my belly. He tells me not to, that he wants to feel my stomach to see if my body is returning back to its pre-pregnant state. His hands are so gentle I forget they are there until I feel the pleasure, the first thing I have felt besides loss since my son’s birth. On each visit we go over my birth story as if to serve as witnesses for each other, that it really happened as we think it did: my son came out in a flash of lightning, and in that same flash we recognized something in one another that allowed us to speak in hushed tones and to hear each other amidst my screams, to look into each other and feel the ache of the past.  And during each visit we understood more deeply that we are not like doctor and patient, father and daughter like Jacob and Dinah in the Bible. We share a motherland where my mother rests and Jacob’s mother waits for him, where the future is unreadable.

My room empties of my husband who must return to his duties. I am now in post partum and Rachel is down the hall healing from her surgery. Her mother has not left her side.

When I see the joy in their eyes as they pass Rachel’s son back and forth, I know that for them it no longer matters where Jacob was born. Their love has already grown deeper than their pain.

I wonder what my mother would think about my son’s dark skin and deep blue eyes.

I wonder, too, about her birth story, how she stopped in the middle of labor to put on hose although it was August and after midnight, how quickly I came into the world, how quickly my mother left it. I stare into my mother’s silence and Jacob returns to replay my birth story and in the silence that comes in between our words he tells me the story of his birth, in the country where my mother was born and buried, the country he calls Palestine, the country I call Israel.

Jacob says that if he were a woman he would want to give birth the way that I did—

where you don’t know what hit you- where the baby’s movement through your body is torrid yet short-lived. And when he says this, I wonder if like me he lives half his life in his imagination and if in his other life he is a woman. And I wonder if maybe that’s why women fall in love with Jacob, because he can imagine the life of a woman.

It is the eighth day, the Brit Mila of my son, the covenant of the flesh. Our living room

is filled with uncles, brothers and fathers – our mothers are dead. The other women are whispering far enough away from the knife that will remove the foreskin from my son’s penis. I am thinking of Jacob and of Isaac being sacrificed at the altar, of the intervening angel. We have given our son the name Isaac. I never thought to ask why we still partake in this barbaric ritual until this moment but it is too late. The rabbi cuts my son’s foreskin and my question resonates in the angry eyes of my husband whose head is covered with an embroidered skull cap. Even after my son stops crying I cannot stop my own tears. The rabbi asks me to leave the room with my son and to suckle the pain from his body.. And I do leave the room and pack a bag with one cotton dress and nothing else but diapers for my son. He will live off my breast. Yes, I do leave the room as the rabbi has asked: I leave the room, our house, a country.

I sit in the blue room where all of my books are and dream of Jacob. I believe that he can protect me, that because he knows the suffering of women he can protect us from ourselves. After our son was born I realized that my husband and I could not protect our marriage. My father was unable to save my mother from her illness and so my mother was not here to shield me from the pain of childbirth and the pain that comes after. 

She was mot leaning over my bed telling me her secret or the secret of survival.

It is only in my dreams that she comes to me, just back from a faraway journey, a packed bag in her hands.

No, my mother was not there to help me push my son into this world, to assure me I could do it. My husband was there and I held onto him for dear life and he told me I could do it but he didn’t promise that afterwards I would be the same. And when Iwasn’t the same he no longer knew how to speak to me.

Jacob had stepped in just when I thought I could no longer bear the pain. He listened to my screams and he listened to my whispers as if they were the first sounds ever of a woman trying to bring life into the world. He stood there strong and certain that I would pull through and he would still know me afterwards. He told me I was a strong and trusting woman.

While the men downstairs drink Schnapps I sit in my blue room with a packed bag drinking liters of mineral water like Jacob said to. I do whatever he says because he did not let me die in childbirth. When Isaac came out though everything changed. My heart burst open yet I could not love my husband or soothe my crying child. I thought of Jacob and how sweet, oh so sweet exile can be. When he touches me I lose everything that I think I should have become: a wife, a mother, -- and I am a woman again. Oh, how sweet, this exile.

The country we are leaving for 8 days after Isaac’s birth is the country where Jacob was born and where my mother was born and rests. In the twilight after birth we had joked about how we are from the same country, how in the Old Testament Jacob is Dinah’s father, not her lover. And we agreed on this: We are not free in America. Jacob’s real name is Hassan but he has only saved the letter “H” which he places in front of his name.

I have removed the letter “H” from my name so that I am the American “Dina” and no longer Jacob’s daughter in the Bible. Hassan goes by the name H. Jacob so Jewish women will come to him and have their babies. And women do come to him and after he delivers their babies and they fall in love with his sad eyes they return to their husbands. With me, Jacob says, he knew it would be different. I would pack a bag and take my son who he delivered because it is the thread that has connected us. He knew he would need to show me the land of his boyhood where over a decade ago I walked through Independence Park, where an Arab accused me of being a weak and mistrustful woman.

We do not have a name for this country. I call it Israel and Jacob, who goes by Hassan, calls it Palestine. We settle on Jerusalem as we stroll through Independence Park not holding hands. We will go to Ramallah to visit his mother who wants to die in Palestine, who with her eyes tells him not to trust me. I am not just an American; I am a Jew. We will visit my mother’s grave where her body was sent, upon her request, after she died I America. As a young woman she left Israel by choice. Hassan Jacob left, he says, because he had no choice. My people were devouring his land and his dreams.

My mother had her babies in America. We grew up so fast dreaming of Israel that I forgot to ask her why we give birth so fast and why it is so hard to be a wife and a mother.

I forgot to ask her why we are always leaving a room.

Even after I stopped living in my head with Jacob I couldn’t tell you how he feels about Jews, about Arabs and Jews. In all of the conversations we did and did not have, in all of the conversations I imagined, we never discussed the politics of land or of peace. We discussed our mothers more than our motherlands. We returned there together in my  fantasy where I lost Jacob to his sadness and his mother’s mistrust. We never spoke of what belongs to whom and we never passed blame. Instead we tried to remove the pain from one another although we learned our pain can be deeper than our love.

Even in my dream Hassan will go back to America to become Jacob who delivers Jewish babies. I will stay awhile to wait for my mother’s  answers. It is not until I am in the air between the two countries that I hear my mother’s voice. It is not until I am on my way back to my husband, a room, a country that the rhythm of her words flow from the song I sing my son as I soothe him back to sleep.

Jacob, who delivered my son, delivered me from the pain that comes after childbirth, the pain we don’t speak of as loudly as we do the pain of pushing out life.

