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Jaffa Oranges
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We are a fruitful, many-branched, and sprawling family, ranging from Jaffa to Haifa, and our business is oranges. I will be eighty-seven at the turn of the new millennium, and I own one of the last true shamouti orange groves, where the fruit is sweet and the peel is thick. My four children—three sons and a daughter—work in finance and law, and my grandchildren—all nine of them—can’t tell the difference between a shamouti and a mandarin. From time to time, they come visit the grove in HaSharon, help pick the fruit, wrap it individually in waxed paper, and pack it in crates, which are later sold in the farmers market. I’m always reminded of a poem by Yehuda Amichai when I think of my children and my grandchildren. It’s called “Eyes,” and I know it by heart. My eldest son’s eyes are like black figs for he was born at the end of the summer. And my youngest son’s eyes are clear like orange slices, for he was born in their season. And the eyes of my little daughter are round like the first grapes. And all are sweet in my worry. And the eyes of the Lord roam the earth and my eyes are always looking round my house. God’s in the eye business and the fruit business. I’m in the worry business.

When I stumble across the young woman wandering around the grove, I’m preparing for the spring. Since dawn, I’ve been clearing out the unripe fruit clogging the irrigation canals. I’m wearing my tembel hat, its brim hardly covering my large ears, which stick out. My movements are slower than they used to be, my bones ache. The woman, wearing a button-down blouse, billowing beige pants, and sandals, is accompanied by one of my workers, an Arab man who guards the grove, whose hands are always clean and spotless, fingernails clipped and neat. The woman does not seem surprised to see me. In fact, she’s been looking for me. She is starkly beautiful with radiant olive skin, dark, tumbling curls, and black eyes under unusually large lids. She tells me she is the granddaughter of my childhood friend Khalil Haddad, a Palestinian whose father owned one of the largest orange groves in Jaffa during the British Mandate.

I can see the resemblance immediately in her eyes. He had the very same ones, dark as coal, heavy-lidded. I try to control my breathing, as we walk through the grove, the light golden on the plump fruit. Her hands cradle the oranges, she presses her ear to them, as if they might whisper a secret. What does she know? What has Khalil told her? My heartbeat is rapid, my hands shake. I have not spoken Khalil’s name aloud for years and years. None of my children or grandchildren know his name. The soft grass is spotted with fallen fruit, buzzing bees flit from purple lemon flowers to white lime flowers. Lilah explains that Khalil told her about me—his devoted childhood friend, his only Jewish friend—countless times. When her grandfather died several months before, she decided to come here to ask me about him. She loved him very much, but she feels like she doesn’t know much about his past in Palestine before he lived in London, before the war, before al-Nakba.

“It wasn’t an easy trip for me,” Lilah says.

Despite her British passport, she tells me that she was interrogated by the border control officers for hours at the airport.

“And what did you tell them? That you were just going to talk to an old man about his oranges?”

“It doesn’t matter what I told them. I am Palestinian, so they were suspicious.”

I never saw Khalil after he departed with his family. So many Palestinians fled by sea and land, after the heavy bombardment of Jaffa. The port was overwhelmed with refugees crowding small boats. The Haddad family, like the other orange growers, dismantled their water pumps and deserted their grove, carrying with them only a small portion of their belongings in handcarts. Jaffa was burning, the trees in the orchard were burning, the oranges were burning, and the flames spiraled up into the sky, and for days, ash floated in the air, blanketing the abandoned city in a haze. I don’t like to think back to those moments.

“Khalil and I packed the oranges together into crates in your great-grandfather’s orchard. We wrapped each orange individually in waxed paper.”

I pick an orange and withdraw a pocketknife, flick the blade open. The blade glints in the sun, and I see my own face reflected in it, splotched with cancer spots and a sprinkling of veins like the rootstock of a tree. Without noticing, I’ve grown old. Rot sets quickly in an orange, infecting the entire fruit. The trick is to squeeze it firmly and listen to its sound. You can tell by the fermented smell that it’s spoiled. But the orange in the palm of my hand is young, unblemished. I dissect it, peeling the thick skin in one long curly slab, and offer her the naked fruit coated in porous, bitter white tissue.

She eats a segment, juice spilling down her chin, and spits out a pip. “I thought Jaffa oranges were meant to be seedless,” she said.

At the time, for a Jew like me to be friends with a Palestinian like Khalil wasn’t so strange. Under Ottoman rule, Jews and Palestinians carted sand together to make cement, toiled in orange groves and vineyards, tinkered in metalwork factories, ran seaside brothels, and oversaw the Bride of the Sea’s crown jewel, Jaffa harbor’s booming export business, fleets of cargo vessels sailing around the world, carrying citrus fruit. When Palestine changed hands, from the Ottomans to the British, my life remained mostly unchanged.

As a child, I spent most of my time in the packinghouse with Khalil, wrapping oranges and packing them in crates. It was a good job, monotonous but not difficult. Every morning I walked with Khalil to the packinghouse, past the newspaper vendor selling copies of Falastin, and Abouelafia’s bakery, where filo pastries were baking in large stone ovens, stopping by Abu Ahmad’s, the tiny sweetshop, our favorite spot for halvah for many years before it burned down. Camels ambled lazily through Clock Square, their hooves clicking on the cobblestones. Khalil’s father and the other landowners sat under the shade of palm trees in elegant white suits, drinking coffee from small glasses.

 “Tell me about my grandfather,” Lilah says. Her voice is excited, like a little girl waiting to open a present. Her eyes—Khalil’s eyes—gleam.

“Well, he was mischievous.”

When we were nine, I tell her, Khalil decided to steal a camel, and he enlisted my help. The camel belonged to a rival landowner named Nabil, a crook renowned for his temper, who humiliated his workers. Once Nabil struck a Bedouin girl who stumbled over the hem of her dress and dropped the fruit that she carried in a basket on her head. For this, Khalil wanted to punish him.

That night, barefoot, we scaled the tall walls surrounding Nabil’s grove. The air smelled of salt and fish from the sea, citrus and orange blossoms from the land. I cut the soft flesh of my foot on a sharp brick edge, bleeding into the wall, and Khalil, already at the top, his legs swinging on either side, reached out his hand to hoist me up. The grove was pitch-black, grass long and thick, trees alive with chirping and rustling, startled birds taking flight. 

Most of Nabil’s camels were tied by the warehouse and packinghouse on the first floor. But there was one camel he prized above all, a dark-furred racing beast he kept separately. She was nicknamed Midnight, Muntasaf al-Layl. Her coat was pitch-black. We found her sitting elegantly on her own, tied to the well, aloof and mysterious. Untying her, we loosened the coarse rope around her neck, pulled and pulled, tugging with all our strength, but no matter what we did, we couldn’t make the proud beast follow our orders. She simply sat there, her long curved neck unmoving, blinking slowly at us. We yanked the rope, clucked and cursed her. Finally, Khalil stomped the ground in frustration, and she reared up, straightening her legs. She charged us, her fierce jaw snapping, drooling fat lips, crooked teeth snarling. We backed away, but she lunged at us, making a high-pitched bleating sound, then moaned loudly. 

Suddenly Nabil was beside us, dressed in his nightgown, a sheer silk robe spilling to the floor, dragging behind him on the grass. He wore nothing underneath his gown, and I could make out the shape of his body, the bulge of his belly, through the thin fabric. I thought Nabil, his face contorted in anger, would strangle us to death.

“What stopped him from strangling you?” asked Lilah.

“Khalil stopped him. Simply because of who he was, he could get away with a lot more than me. His father was an important man in Jaffa.”

Despite Khalil’s family status, Nabil did take his revenge on us by dropping us into the bottom of the well. He seized our wrists, lowered us into the dark, and left us sitting in the well all night. The stone walls closed in around me, cold and wet. I couldn’t sleep, the ceaseless dripping made it impossible. I was terrified, but I didn’t want to cry in front of Khalil, who was braver than me. He kept inventing escape plans to pass the time, concocting scenarios to punish Nabil in different ways. Dangling him over a sea of carnivorous fish, feeding him to a giant squid, stuffing him inside an enormous glass bottle to float for eternity. We passed the time this way, imagining the worst possible outcomes for our captor, and eventually, in the early morning, one of the workers, a kindhearted fruit picker, who also worked on the Haddad orchard, rescued us. We promised never to tell anyone about the incident, and I have never spoken of it, not until today.

Even though we had already been punished, we were terrified Nabil might strike the Haddad orchard. He never did, and soon enough we all had bigger things to worry about. The Jewish Communist Party printed flyers in Yiddish and Arabic calling on Zionist workers to topple the British occupiers, and organized a May Day parade through Manshiyya, a mixed Jewish-Arab neighborhood, waving red flags with pictures of Karl Marx. Soon they clashed with a rival Jewish Labor Party protest, and fighting erupted between the protesters and the British police. Believing that they were under attack, the Arabs began chasing Jews with wooden clubs, breaking into homes, stabbing pillowcases, scattering the feathery down across the alleyways. And the Jews took revenge, rampaging the Arab-owned businesses, smashing glass windows, ripping lace curtains, beating store owners with iron rods, and leaving trails of blood along the cold stone floors.

“The May Day riots were the beginning of the end of the cooperation between Jews and Arabs,” I said. “Khalil and I were too young to understand the tensions that were developing, but they were very real.”

“So, besides packing oranges, what did you do all day?”

We liked to trick arrogant men. Khalil went to a British school in Jaffa and knew the name of every street in London before he ever set foot in it. “He had an extraordinary memory, your grandfather.” He made a bet with a local tradesman, Abdullah, for a bag of British caramels. Abdullah was convinced he knew London better than anyone in Palestine. He even affected a British accent, sometimes, when he spoke English. We heard rumors that he ate sandwiches made with buttered bread and thinly sliced cucumber. He was always sucking up to the British soldiers, getting cozy with the colonizers. We wanted those sweets more than anything in the world at the time. We were maybe thirteen years old. The bet was each time Khalil guessed a street correctly in London, we got a candy. The tradesman, having come from London, had a city map with him. One by one, Khalil named the streets correctly, mentioning their intersections and crossroads, even adding their proximity to important monuments. By the end of it, Abdullah was furious, and we had a burlap sack full of sweets.

Lilah laughs, and I find myself smiling at the memory. I miss my friend Khalil. We loved those sweets. We ate so many of them, we were sick the next day. If I think only of those early times, I can still convince myself I deserve his friendship.

“He did have a phenomenal memory,” Lilah says. “He never forgot a single birthday. He remembered all my friends’ names when I was growing up, and their parents’ names, too.”

“He was also quite the ladies’ man.”

Usually girls approached him. I remember countless times they gravitated toward him, as if by magic. All he had to do was breathe next to them, and they would start talking to him. He had an aristocratic, aquiline nose and those remarkable eyes, dark as coal, heavy-lidded. When he was twenty, he started dressing like his father in elegant suits. He also took to smoking a pipe. On anyone else, this affectation might have looked ridiculous, but Khalil had the confidence to do whatever he liked. He became the accountant for his father’s business. His incredible memory and knack for numbers gave him an advantage over most of the older men. He impressed girls with his knowledge. Give me a math equation to solve, he told them. They would tell him to multiply ten thousand three hundred and fifty-four by five thousand six hundred and thirty-one, and he would whip out the answer almost immediately, performing all the calculations in his head. I was never good with numbers, they got all jumbled in my mind. For Khalil, it was effortless.

“No one else in my family inherited that particular skill,” Lilah says.

“He was very inventive with his talent.”

He caught a man stealing once. It was one of the export men, I forget his name now, who worked at the docks and was in charge of shipping the crates of oranges to their destination, in Europe or America. At the time, hundreds of thousands of orange crates were shipped from Palestine, of which tens of thousands belonged to the Haddad family. Khalil knew the number of crates his family shipped down to the last orange. The export man swindled them out of a few crates, each weighing sixty kilos and containing about five hundred oranges. It wasn’t out of the ordinary. Out of thousands and thousands of orange crates, who would notice a few missing? Khalil did. Instead of making the man pay the family back for every single orange, he cut a deal. The export man would give him an item from each shipment he sent. His ships transported cases of corks, barrels of olive oil, bottles of wine, soap, and jewels. Khalil gave away most of these items he received, either to the poor or to the girl he was seeing at the time. I remember he gave me an oval cake of lavender soap and made some dirty joke about it. The soap wasn’t particularly expensive, but I kept it as if it were made of solid gold. A gift from Khalil meant something to me. I treasured that soap, although I would never have admitted it to him at the time, but with everything going on around us, our friendship couldn’t last.

“Did you grow apart?”

“We did, slowly.”

Our friendship began to unravel, I tell her, when the Arab National Committee called a general strike and an anti-Jewish boycott in Jaffa, and I lost my job. Khalil’s father fired me from the orange grove, along with the rest of the Jews. “The Arab landowners, including your great-grandfather, possessed most of the orange groves around Jaffa at the time, and they were worried about losing the citrus business. They were afraid it would all go to the Jews, who used to be their partners.” After the strike was called, there was rioting throughout the country. The Arab rioters evaded the British by barricading roads with shards of glass and nails, hiding in the maze of Old City alleyways. The rioters knew Jaffa better than anyone, and the British understood they didn’t stand a chance, so they demolished hundreds of homes. Thousands of Arab residents were given a day’s notice to evacuate, and soon all that was left was ruins.

Hoping to save our friendship, Khalil convinced me to sneak into the extravagant Alhambra Cinema and Theater, for a performance by none other than the Voice of Egypt herself, the Star of the East, Umm Kulthum. I was so nervous, sweating profusely. The chairs were all red velvet, the floors polished marble. I felt out of place, with my rough, calloused farmer’s hands, my shabby clothing. Khalil seemed at home anywhere, smiling calmly at the shifty-eyed guards at the theater’s entrance, at the women in elegant dresses and pearls, the men in dark waistcoats, while I was constantly thinking of being found out, exposed as a fraud. I wish he had intervened on my behalf, defended me in some way, but he let the guards escort me out of the theater and toss me out onto the street.

“They caught you?”

“Oh yes, they threw me out. But not Khalil, they never suspected him. He was a smooth talker.”

The last time we spoke was at the port. It was the beginning of November. I had gotten a job at the docks with the new Zionist shipping company, unloading crates from cargo ships. Khalil was wandering around the docks, making sure a shipment of his family’s orange crates was properly stowed away in one of the transport vessels, and he spotted me. I had finished my shift and was getting ready to leave after a long day’s work. He was dressed in one of his father’s elegant white suits, while I wore my khaki shirt, soaked with sweat. We were very polite with each other, shaking hands with cold formality, where only a few months before we would have joked and hugged each other. 

We sat down on the promenade wall, looking out toward the water, at the businessmen strolling with their young wives, and farther, to the docks, at the bustle and chaos of the dockworkers unloading sacks of cement, the porters carrying crates of oranges. Khalil withdrew his pipe, stuffed it with tobacco, and lit it, puffing away. Teasingly, he asked me if I missed the Haddad family oranges. I told him I’d had enough oranges for a lifetime. I was sick of them.

“Three weeks later, as you know, the UN Special Committee on Palestine recommended the Partition Plan,” I say.

A truck loaded with explosives concealed under a layer of oranges was detonated outside the Saraya. Barrels and metal drums filled with gunpowder fitted between old rubber tires were lit and rolled down crowded shuks and cafés, killing many innocent people. Remember Nabil, whose camel we tried to steal when we were children? He was killed in one such explosion, while sipping his morning coffee. It was only pure coincidence that Khalil’s father was not there at the time, since it was a regular spot for landowners and orange growers.

Lilah and I walk past the Arab orange pickers, working in pairs. One climbs the wooden ladder leaning against the tree, to pick the fruit from above, while the other wades into the thicket to collect the oranges below. They are careful with the sharp shears when they cut the fruit from the branch, slicing it with precision. I watch as an orange tumbles into the open palm of a fruit picker’s outstretched hand, like a decapitated head, and is then carefully dropped into the jute-lined basket.

“And nothing remains of my family’s orange grove?” Lilah asks.

“All the orchards in Jaffa are long gone.”

I cannot tell her the truth, the reason that my grandchildren know nothing about Khalil. I cannot tell her I did a terrible, shameful thing at the end. He didn’t even know it was me. It could have been any soldier who did it. Why burden Lilah with such stories? Nothing has to change. And yet I feel the need to tell her. Maybe it has to do with her eyes, which so resemble his, or the way she is standing now, leaning against the tree, absentmindedly stroking the grayish-brown bark, picking a dark green leaf and twirling it between two fingers, just as Khalil used to do. I want to confess a secret that I have hidden away for too long, but I cannot bring myself to say it.

Instead, breathlessly, I tell Lilah the story of the hookah bar, afraid that she will insist on asking again about the orange grove. But she doesn’t seem to mind the change of subject. Perhaps she thinks I am old and confused, forgetful. “Do you know,” I say, “that your grandfather fell in love with a dancer?” I tell her of the time Khalil took me to Al-Bustan, a bar in Jaffa, dimly lit by oil lamps, whose floors were carpeted. The men sat on the ground, their legs crossed, eyes half-closed, smoking from narghile pipes. We joined them on the floor, and the waiter brought us a pipe, lit the coal, and burned it white-hot.

The entertainment started: a woman danced with silver bracelets around her slim wrist, dress flickering in the lamplight, her exposed belly’s musculature rippling in time with the beat of a drum and the harmonizing of an oud. When she whirled by us, her legs slender and lithe, I could smell her musky perfume, a hint of jasmine. And then she was on the floor, lying on her back. A man placed two wineglasses on her belly, one full, the other empty. She balanced the glasses and contorted her belly in such a way as to pour the wine from the full glass to the empty one, without spilling a single drop. 

I looked at Lilah, adding that Khalil never stopped talking about that moment, for years and years.

“So he fell in love with a parlor trick.”

“Something like that,” I say. “But it wasn’t so simple. Were you very close with your grandfather, Lilah?”

“Not as close as you were, it seems.” She laughs, but there is hurt in her voice, too, perhaps some bitterness. “Working together all those years in the orange grove.”

She returns to the same subject, again and again, the grove. There is no escape. Let it rest in the past. Let it go. I don’t want to talk about the oranges. I’m tired and I want to sleep in my bed and forget about this visit. I want to see my grandchildren, to spoil them with Strauss banana and toffee ice cream, take them to Lev Cinema to watch Ice Age and share huge tubs of buttery popcorn and Coca-Cola in glass bottles. Thinking about Khalil, the pain is too much to bear. It’s getting late. The shadows are lengthening across the grass. Soon the workers will leave for the day, and I’ll be all alone in my pardes, my orange grove. I wish Lilah had never come here.

“The oranges saddened him,” Lilah says. “Once when we were visiting relatives in Paris, sitting in a brasserie in Montparnasse, eating bloody steak frites with sharp mustard and crisp endive salads and drinking red wine, he started talking about the oranges. For an hour, he talked about the oranges, and everyone stopped eating. They put their knives and forks down and listened. He loved the oranges so much that what we were eating was tasteless in comparison. It felt like eating cardboard next to his memory of those oranges.”

I feel my throat constrict. I can just imagine him speaking about the oranges, cradling air, and pretending it was the most delicious fruit. Those oranges are gone. Habibi, you are gone, too.

“Tell me, was Khalil still handsome as an older man?”

“He was elegant,” Lilah says, “with flowing silver hair, and a youthful gleam in his eyes. He liked playing jokes on people—that never went away.”

Lilah reaches into her bag and retrieves a piece of yellowing paper in a transparent plastic sleeve. It’s an old ticket for the Alhambra Theater. The theater is long gone by now, of course. It is gathering dust, its ornate building overflowing with trash, desecrated with graffiti. She tells me Khalil wanted me to have the ticket, that he kept it all these years. In fact, before he passed away, he told her the story of how we both sneaked in to watch Umm Kulthum and how I got kicked out because my clothes weren’t fancy enough. He felt bad about it. He went back to the theater later, properly, with a ticket and all, and he saved it. He wanted to give it to me, to apologize. Khalil, I don’t deserve your apology. It’s me who has to apologize. You should never forgive me, even if you were still alive to hear my confession.

I cannot look her in the eye. I stare at my hands instead, at the thick blue veins, the crescents of my fingernails trimmed to the quick. Those hands picked so many oranges in a lifetime. I picked oranges from the Haddad family orchard in Palestine, and then I picked oranges in Israel, in my own small eight-dunam orchard in HaSharon. I can feel Lilah’s hand on my back, a gentle pressure. She must think I am overcome with emotion, with nostalgia and fondness for my old friend. For so long I never even said his name aloud. Sometimes I whisper it when no one is there. Khalil, Khalil. I whisper his name to my oranges, asking for their forgiveness. So many wars, so much blood shed over this land. How much does a grove of orange trees weigh in the grand scheme of things, compared to the weight of the dead in the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War, all the other countless deaths in the short history of our nation?

 “He wanted you to have it,” she says. She places the ticket in the palm of my hand.

I look at her for a moment. She is standing under an orange tree with her arms crossed against her chest. Dappled golden light filters through the gaps in the leaves, fluttering shadows play across her features. She blinks rapidly several times, as if something were caught in her eye. I can tell that it isn’t easy for her to part with the ticket. Maybe it was one of the only keepsakes her grandfather kept from his time in Palestine.

The ticket is the length of my palm, faded at the edges. Hall 1, Row 12, Seat 7. It cost three hundred prutoth cents. KEEP FOR CONTROL is stamped in blue ink. I turn it around, and there’s a note on the back in Khalil’s flowery handwriting: Abu Ahmad’s Halvah Sweets.

“Does the note mean anything to you?” Lilah asks.

It means Khalil had the final laugh. Abu Ahmad’s Halvah Sweetshop was one of our favorite shops growing up, a tiny kiosk of the most delicious candies. Rows of crumbly, marbled sesame halvah sweetened with honey, filled with pistachio nuts. We would go to Abu Ahmad’s every day before work to buy a wedge of halvah, licking our fingers all the way to the packinghouse. The shop burned to the ground, an arson attack, but the culprit was never found. For years, we were obsessed with finding out who did it. Khalil always liked playing tricks on people, and here was his final trick. He knew I burned down his family’s orange grove, he has always known, and he sent his granddaughter here to tell me, all these years later. Or perhaps the note wasn’t a trick. After all, how could he know I set fire to his family’s orange grove? Maybe he just remembered our favorite sweetshop. All that time we spent together eating halvah at Abu Ahmad’s, when we were children working at the packinghouse, wrapping oranges in waxed paper, one by one, before our friendship was ruined.

“It’s the name of a sweetshop we loved,” I tell Lilah. “It had the best halvah in the Middle East.”

I never tell Lilah about the night Khalil and his family fled Jaffa, the orange grove going up in flames around them. For a long time, in my mind, oranges smelled like death. They reminded me of ash and rotting earth, hacked trees burned to cinders and the fallen bodies of fruit, scorched black. The orchard was burning, the orchard was burning, and on the horizon, the ships were sailing away. I was a young soldier at the time, we were establishing a new country, a homeland for the Jewish people. I was throwing flaming rags onto the trees of the orange grove with the rest of the soldiers. I was obliterating the orchard I helped grow and cultivate for years. I wish I could finally confess, but I’m silent. I cannot say it. I want to say: I destroyed your family’s orchard, Lilah. I betrayed Khalil. I burned the orchard down. It was me, your grandfather’s childhood friend. But I look at her young face and dark, heavy-lidded eyes and don’t say a thing.


OPS/images/cover.jpg
v ‘Extraordinarily: -
1 imaginative”
'§ SIGRID NUNEZ

~ OMER
- FRIEDLANDER

. ‘Revelatory” — ‘Marvellous’
" NICOLE KRAUSS ©~ REBECCA MAKKAI





OPS/images/logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





OPS/images/line.jpg





