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Chapter 1
Alone In Amman

Nothing can dim the light that shines from within.

Maya Angelou

My name is Lina Khalifeh and I am from Amman, Jordan.

Khalifeh is not a Jordanian family name – it is Palestinian, a fact

destined to make a profound impact on my life. I hold a Jordanian

passport; I am a citizen. But as I grew older, I realized the undying

tribal nature of my home region. My grandfather was a refugee from

Palestine who came to Jordan in 1948.

Seventy years later, our family is still does not quite belong.

Assimilation in the Middle East does not happen in a few

generations. We have been trying to make it work for generations –

still do not have it right.

Father wanted to name me “Palestine.” My life would have been

a nightmare – traveling ... going to school ... breathing! My mother

told him, “I will name the girls – you name the boys.”



My brother is named Nidal – in Arabic it means, “Fighting against a

system or country.”

I am the second child in a family of four; I have an older brother

and two younger sisters. Somewhere along the line, there was a

mix-up – no one from the outside would ever suspect I belong to this

group.

I have been “a tomboy” as long as I can remember. I kept my

curly hair short, I dressed in boy’s clothes, and all my friends were

boys.

My mother, Majda, did not care. “It’s a phase all girls have,” she

would tell my father who would “Hrumph” and return to whatever he

was doing before he’d taken the time to disapprove of whatever I

was doing. Once he grew concerned, it was too late.

I was a kid. What did I know about gender roles? And I certainly

was never going to let anyone pick out my favorite color.



Luckily, I grew finally comfortable in my own skin; I was who I

was and I still am.

After school, girls stayed in the house and played with dolls – oh

gross! I couldn’t wait to get home after school every day, have lunch,

change my clothes, and run into the streets to play football (“soccer”

to Americans) in the street with the boys.

Only one problem – they didn’t want me to play with them.

Two problems, actually. They did not want me to play with them

and they beat me up every time I tried.

***



Big Bully was the worst. His name was Jamal. Whenever I saw

him, I heard a voice in my head: Watch out for Big Bully. He loved to

chase me, catch me, then beat me. No – it was not some demented

form of puppy love. He was not trying to get my attention (though a

left hook to the face certainly did) – he was not “showing affection

the only way an immature boy knows how.” No, he beat the stuffing

out of me every day to drive home an engrained cultural

understanding – girls belong inside.

Jamal gave me my first scar. He was chasing me, no doubt to hit

me. I tripped and fell, face first, onto a broken bottle. My lip exploded

in a scarlet eruption. There was blood everywhere.

My mother’s face radiated panic; she did not know what to do.

She tried to staunch the flow with a wet towel – no use. We headed

to the hospital where three doctors worked on my wound. Well, only

one – the other two held me down while I wriggled, kicked, and

screamed.

Six stitches later, I was well on my way to a scar – I continue to

display it as a badge of honor. My lip was black and blue for two

weeks; I could barely eat or drink. I took water from a spoon. It hurt

so badly, I cried with every sip. Every time I opened my mouth, I

learned a new definition of “pain.”

Many people believe that sickness and injuries come as divine

punishment. My culture promotes the thought; at the time, I thought I

was being punished for playing with the Now I know the idea is

nonsense, but I struggled with the guilt stemming from that incident

for a long time.

At a very early age I learned that life is not fair – and the world is

not always a happy place where balloons float lazily past the

unicorns frolicking in the field. Life can be brutal – and unkind – and

mean.

Everywhere in the world.

Especially to women.



Despite my scar – and the guilt – I insisted on being outside. I felt I

belonged out there – staying inside was torture.

“Lina! You don’t get it, do you? No – girls – on – the – team!”

Jamal accentuated every word with a punch or a slap or a kick.

Either I did not care, or I wasn’t too bright, because I was back the

very next day, eager to join the game.

Every, single day.

“Are you deaf?” he asked. What are you doing here?”

“I just came to play.” I answered.

“The streets don’t belong to girls, go home!” he said.

“I don’t want to go home. They may not belong to girls, but they

belong to me”

He pushed me hard. “Are you not happy with your one scar?

Leave, or I’ll give you another one.”

In a television movie someone would have stood up for me –

most likely my brother. But, Nidal did not want to lose friends, and he

certainly did not want a beating of his own. When Jamal said, “Get

her,” Nidal watched it happen.

One day – I don’t know if I got there late or if I was wising up – I

followed them from a safe distance. I hid behind bushes and other

stuff while they made their way to the game site. I did not understand

the prohibition. What was the big deal? The question never left my

head.

I just wanted to play.

The ball rolled toward my hiding place. If I’d given the matter any

thought at all, I would have stayed out of sight. But if I’d stayed out of

sight – or if I’d given the matter any thought at all – I would not be

Lina. I jumped up and kicked the ball as hard as I could. The ball

took off like a rocket and landed ...



...squarely between Jamal’s eyes. His feet shot out from under

him like he was on a sheet of ice (not a likely occurrence in Jordan,

but you get the picture).

His face contorted in rage. “You are dead!”

I took off, safe in the belief they were neither fast enough nor

smart enough to catch me. What I lacked in common sense, I more

than made up for with self-confidence. Fortunately, I was right – at

least that time.

I hid in a neighbor’s backyard, standing behind a wall and holding

my breath while I listened to the boys wondering where I had gone.

“No way she jumped that wall,” Jamal said.

They agreed and left. I ran home.

Why did I have to run? And why was my heart beating so fast? I

wasn’t tired.

When I got home, I locked the door. My mom started asking

questions.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing” I answered, breathing hard.

“Did you have fun?”

“Yes” I answered quickly and went to my room.

***

They bullied Moe, too. Moe was overweight, and the kids

ridiculed him. Sometimes they would hold him down and stuff cake in

his mouth until he cried. Moe always played goalie – he was too big

to run after the ball. The kids kicked the ball as hard as they could,

hoping to hit him in the face.

Moe was my best friend – a companion in the fellowship of

suffering. “Stand up for yourself,” I said.



“I can’t,” he said. “If I say anything, they will just beat me up. Lina,

I am not you.”

***

The next day, the boys on the bus glared at me with murderous

intent. Mom waved goodbye.

My brother slid over. “You can’t keep bothering us,” he said.

“Don’t you get it? These are my friends. You don’t belong outside

with them. You should stay inside with the other girls.”

I stared out the window.

“He’ll hit you again if you come back,” he said. “And I will not

defend you.”

“I know, because you are just like him,” I answered.

“I warned you,” he said. “You are on your own.”

Big deal, I thought. I always have been.

It’s not easy being a kid and feeling like an outsider. I kept

thinking about running away. I wasn’t happy. I wanted my freedom to

be outside all the time. None of the other girls liked what I liked –

heck, they didn’t like me. At school, I spent break times all alone,

usually by choice. If you ask me, I cannot tell you what the girls were

playing – I wanted to play with the boys.

The girls thought I was weird.

The boys thought I was weird.

Mother and Father thought I was weird.

Maybe they were right.

But I was me – that’s all that mattered.

I never told Mother, but I cried in my room sometimes. Life in the

“middle world” – straddling the chasm between boys and girls – and



belonging to neither was tough and lonely.

I wanted to hit – something – someone. I wanted to start swinging

and not stop until I was too dizzy to stand. Sometimes I lay on my

bed and imagined escaping – I guess all children do. In my

fantasies, I could fly. I soared all over the world, met famous people,

and visited fabulous places. (Little did I know what life had in store.)

I tried to make an airplane once – from cardboard. I expected it

would fly like a bird. Somewhere along the way, I forgot about the

engine. The plane did not soar – surprise.

Making things fascinated me. I built a chair once – wooden. I was

so very proud – until I sat on it and it collapsed. Turns out I am good

at building things, just not aircraft and furniture.

Every so often, someone helped me. I went to an all-girls school.

Little girls can be very cruel. One day, I left my desk to throw away

some napkins. As I passed, I heard some girls on the front row. They

were acting like they were whispering, but they knew I could hear.

“I don’t know why her parents didn’t name her Mohammed or

Ahmad. She’s such a boy.”

“And her hair is so ugly.”

“It looks like a tree.”

“No, it looks like a bush. I bet she never combs it.”

“She can’t – she would lose the comb.”

“Yes (giggles), then the bugs in there would have something to

play with.”

“It looks like falafel.”

(The giggles turned to laughter.)

I turned. “You know I can hear you. My hair is better than yours

and I like it. Stop bothering me.”

Ms. Laila called to me.



“Lina, come here, please.”

Ever dutiful and obedient, I hurried to the front – absolutely sure I

had done something else wrong.

She kept her voice low, leaning in as she spoke. “Are those girls

being mean to you?”

I didn’t say anything.

“Lina.” She did not raise her voice. Her tone was an odd mixture

of intensity and compassion. “Tell me the truth – you know you are

always supposed to tell the truth. Are they being mean to you?’

I nodded.

“Tell me,” she said.

How no one in the room heard me gulp, I do not know – the

swallow sounded like someone beating on a trash can with a

hammer. “They...they said my hair is too curly and ugly like a tree –

and it looks dirty. They said it looks like Velcro because everything

sticks to it.”

“They are being mean because you are different from them – and

you frighten them.”

That made no sense to me – none at all.

“Why?”

“Because you will not change just so you can be in their group.

You know what you want and You need to stand up for yourself.

They are afraid of you because you are not afraid at all.”

I stood there not knowing what to say.

“Did what they said about your hair hurt your feelings?”

“No,” I said.

“You have great confidence, Lina. You are strong. You know who

you are. I am proud of you,



I smiled at her and went back to my desk. I didn’t care what they

thought of me.

Still, when I stared out the window at night – when sleep avoided

me just like the girls at school, I sometimes asked, “Why can’t I just

be like everyone else?”

***

Math bullied me, too. It did not come to me naturally, so I

struggled. Today, I might be diagnosed with ADHD or something like

that, but what I remember was that whenever I was in Math, I was

bored.

My math teacher loved to read grades aloud. She called the

name, “Amal,” and the mark, “97,” and Amal or Jasmine or

whomever would strut to the front of the class and accept the paper

like they were receiving a land grant from the King Hussein. Some of

them held the trophy over their head – a world championship belt.

Geez, it’s just a stupid paper.

But I always knew what was coming.

“Lina” ... and then a grade that usually began with a “forty ... fifty

... or (if I’d had a particularly productive round of guessing) ... a

sixty.” It was the most humiliating experience of my young life.

Until...

We were in Math class and it was time for the Ritual of

Embarrassment – also known as the announcing of the weekly

mathematics marks.

“Samah ... 85.” Samah acted like she’d won the lottery. She was

usually my only hope of not being the worst grade. Things were

looking up – if she had managed an 85, maybe I did well.

“Hala ... 100.”



A surprise to no one – the Laws of Nature: the sun rises in the

east...what goes up must come down...Hala makes a perfect score

on a math quiz

Several other names – nothing remarkable. Then, dread seized

my heart. Suddenly, I knew – I don’t know how, I just knew – I had

done poorly. My grade was always miserable...always among the

lowest. Anxiety screwed its way into my throat ... then into my

stomach ... then into my bladder.

I peed myself.

Simultaneously I felt the warm wetness and heard my name.

“Lina, you got four of twenty. That is the lowest grade in the class –

one of the lowest I have ever seen. Either you are not trying, or you

are stupid – I don’t know which, but you should be ashamed of

yourself.” I was, but for a reason not at all related to my miserable

performance in class.

Eight years old ... I was eight years old. And I was squishing at

my seat.

“Lina, come get your paper. Honestly, if you keep this up, you will

be in this class next year and all your friends will be in the next

grade.”

Riveted to my seat, I heard the other children beginning to giggle.

Several of them pointed – not at me, but to the puddle on the floor in

front of my chair.

“Lina!”

I slid from my place and walked forward, praying that, somehow,

the dark spot on the front of my school uniform would miraculously

disappear. It didn’t.

The class howled.

The teacher shook her head. “Go to the toilette,” she said. She

waved her hand like she was shooing away a bothersome fly.



I went to the toilette. There was no toilette paper to use and I

started crying. My mark was bad. I was worried about what mother

and father would say. I was very embarrassed.

Two girls from tenth grade passed by the toilette and saw me

crying. “What’s wrong?”

I stopped sniffling long enough to answer. “I need toilette paper

and I don’t have any.”

They found some. When they gave it to me, one of them said,

“Don’t cry. You’re too cute to cry.”

I felt better. All though my life, I have felt that no matter how

difficult the situation, God would send an angel to help me and to

remind me, “You are okay, Lina. Keep going.”

That thought helped build a warrior.

When Mother picked me up – they called her from the Office, at

least I got to go home early – she was furious. “Why didn’t you

excuse yourself?” she asked.

I did not bother to explain.

***

After school, I headed outside in search of the soccer game.

Jamal was there.

“I remember what you did,” he said. “You kicked the ball at me on

purpose.”

“And you fell over like you were dead,” I said. I might not have

been very bright in Math, but I was fearless.

I never saw the rock, but I felt it smash into the side of my face,

right next to my eye. Mother must have been watching from the

window because she was out of the front door as I crumpled in a

heap.

Jamal ran – coward.
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