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About the book

In "The Language of Baklava," Diana Abu-Jaber weaves a captivating

tapestry of flavors and familial ties that transports readers into her vibrant

world. Part memoir, part cultural exploration, this enchanting narrative

delves deep into the intersection of identity, food, and heritage. Through a

series of rich, culinary-infused stories, Abu-Jaber traces her cross-cultural

upbringing between Jordan and America, serving up tantalizing insights into

how food acts as a universal language that bridges gaps, stirs emotions, and

molds relationships. With humor, warmth, and evocative prose, she invites

us to savor the sumptuous dishes that define her family's legacy, while

exploring the universal quest for belonging and self-discovery. Prepare to be

entranced by the aromatic spices and heartfelt tales that blend tradition with

the longing for home in this delectable literary feast.
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About the author

Diana Abu-Jaber is an acclaimed author known for her poignant narratives

laced with cultural insights and a deep dive into the human experience. Born

to a Jordanian father and an American mother, Diana's bicultural upbringing

has significantly influenced her storytelling, often weaving themes of

identity, heritage, and family dynamics into her work. Her engaging prose

has earned her numerous accolades, making her a prominent voice in

contemporary literature. This global perspective resonates throughout her

body of work, from provocative novels to evocative essays and articles.

Diana, who holds a Ph.D. in creative writing and literature, is also revered as

an educator, sharing her passion and expertise with aspiring writers, further

extending her impact on the world of letters. "The Language of Baklava,"

with its tantalizing blend of food, family, and culture, exemplifies the vivid

storytelling for which she is celebrated.
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chapter 1 Summary: Raising an Arab Father in America

The chapter "Raising an Arab Father in America" navigates the intertwined

 themes of cultural identity, family dynamics, and the immigrant experience

through the eyes of a young girl named Diana. The narrative opens with a

vivid recollection of Diana at age six, attending a children’s TV show in

America alongside her cousins—a diversely named group that highlights

their Arab heritage. When the vampire-costumed host of the show struggles

with their Arabic names and joyfully calls out "Diana," she cheekily

responds to his inquiry about her last name, further highlighting the cultural

disconnects and often amusing misunderstandings she encounters.

Diana's father, Bud, whose real name is Ghassan Saleh Abu-Jaber,

exemplifies the classic immigrant experience. As a man who arrived in

America with limited understanding of the culture, Bud learns English

through day-to-day interactions and customer bargainings—a habit he

humorously extends to department stores like Sears. This duality in identity

is subtly depicted as the family is Arab at home but American in public—a

balancing act many immigrant families navigate.

Family gatherings, especially around food, play a central role in their lives,

serving both as a connection to their heritage and a reflection of their

standing in America. Saturdays are dedicated to breakfast preparations by

Bud, followed by outings to various uncles’ houses for traditional meals like
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stuffed grape leaves and kibbeh, capturing the sense of extended family and

shared traditions. These uncles, having adopted Americanized names after

emigrating, embody the fusion of old and new identities.

A poignant subplot involves Cousin Sami, a sensitive, artistically inclined

young man from Jordan who's grappling with being in America. He

represents the nuanced challenge of negotiating identity and expectation,

particularly as family whispers that he has been sent to America to be

"cured" of his poetic nature, which is their euphemism for handling his

non-conformist behavior.

Another significant vignette involves a family gathering at Uncle Hal’s

countryside home, where they bond over the preparation of shish kabob,

only to find the plan interrupted by a deviation to chicken and stuffed

squash. This replaces their rich tradition with a curious lethargy, hinting at

deeper unspoken family tensions. The narrative pivots around Lambie, a

lamb admired by all the children. Unbeknownst to them, Lambie’s fate is

more grim than they imagine, providing a reflective contrast to childhood

innocence and adult complicity.

The final story unfolds twenty years later when Diana seeks clarity about

Lambie's true fate, now understanding what her childhood innocence

shielded her from: the harsh truths of cultural assimilation and the brothers'

dissonance between past and present identities. The attempt to slaughter the

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


lamb symbolically underscores the loss of their old ways—a poignant

acknowledgment that they cannot simply return to who they were.

Overall, with humor and pathos, Diana’s narrative unveils the layers of

immigrant life, where joy intersperses with complexity and where cultural

identities are both cherished and challenged. Through food, family, and

moments of misunderstanding, Diana’s story captures a tender yet profound

examination of belonging and identity in an immigrant household in

America.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Balancing Dual Identities

Critical Interpretation: In 'Raising an Arab Father in America,' you

find yourself navigating the delicate dance of living between two

worlds. Like Diana and her family, you learn that embracing dual

identities isn't about choosing one over the other but integrating both

into a harmonious existence. This key point inspires you to

acknowledge and celebrate both your heritages, understanding that

they collectively contribute to the richness of your identity. Embracing

this balance may guide you in fostering a sense of belonging,

overcoming cultural misconceptions, and finding unity in diversity.

By witnessing Diana's journey, you are encouraged to honor your

roots while exploring new cultural landscapes, ultimately crafting an

identity that feels true to you and resonates with the world.
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chapter 2 Summary: Hot Lunch

In this chapter, we explore the world of a young girl named Diana, who

 navigates her immigrant family's dreams and her own childhood challenges.

Her father, Bud, is an archetypal immigrant, working multiple jobs and

carrying a poignant nostalgia for his homeland. He expresses his longing

through cooking and singing in Arabic, a connection to a world Diana

cannot fully comprehend, having been born into the snowy landscape of

Syracuse.

The narrative shifts to Diana's experiences at Saint Mary's, a Catholic school

her family deems essential for a proper education. This decision, largely

influenced by her Catholic grandmother, introduces Diana to a regimented

environment run by nuns, starkly different from her free-spirited childhood.

The school cafeteria, with its appalling food, becomes emblematic of Diana's

sense of alienation, contrasting sharply with the flavorful Middle Eastern

lunches she brings from home.

Diana's school life is further shaped by air-raid drills, a reflection of the Cold

War era's pervasive anxiety. During one such drill, a mishap involving a pen

exploding in her mouth leads to a defining interaction with Sister Paul, a nun

whose patience and understanding set her apart from the others.

A significant shift occurs with the arrival of Sister John, who sees Diana's
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heritage through a religious lens, linking her father's origins to the Holy

Land. This newfound attention elevates Diana to a teacher's pet status but

also casts a shadow over her previous carefree friendship with a boy named

Francis. Their game of "Mom's Home!" embodies a simpler, more joyful

time.

Meanwhile, at home, Diana observes changes as her family expands with

new siblings. Amidst the domestic chaos, Diana finds a strange sense of

purpose in feeding Sister John Middle Eastern delicacies, facilitated by her

father, who enjoys playing host. This cultural exchange culminates in dinner,

where religious and culinary worlds blend, leaving Diana's mother skeptical

and uncomfortable.

Tensions escalate when the Mother Superior receives a note from Diana's

mother, subtly critiquing Sister John's behavior. As a result, Diana is moved

back to Sister Paul's class, ending her special rapport with Sister John. This

change is both a relief and a loss, echoing the chapter's theme of navigating

complex cultural intersections.

Finally, as Diana returns to her routine, she reflects on her place between

two worlds: the warm, intricate family kitchen and the cold, institutional

school setting. Bud's special recipe for rice, a testament to hospitality and

cultural memory, punctuates the chapter, encapsulating Diana's struggle to

balance heritage and identity in a world of conflicting expectations.
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chapter 3 Summary: Native Foods

In these chapters, we delve into a transformative period in the narrator's

 childhood, wherein she and her family move from America to Jordan. This

shift becomes a journey of cultural and personal discovery against the

backdrop of familial dynamics and the vibrant, complex tapestry of

Jordanian life.

The chapters begin with the narrator and her mother watching television, a

monotonous routine filled with the dissonance of American newscasts. Her

mother, characterized by a calm resilience and hidden depths, informs her

that Bud, her father, has moved to Jordan seeking employment and a new

home for the family. This news instigates a sense of uncertainty, capturing

the essence of their family's transition phase.

As the story unfolds, we witness the family's adaptation to Jordan. The

narrator, initially anxious on the airplane, descends into a world starkly

different from her previous life. The streets and buildings of Jordan present a

labyrinthine maze of white stone and dust—a stark contrast to the orderly

sidewalks of her American neighborhood. Their new residence, a

ground-floor flat rich with cultural textures like marble floors and silk

curtains, underpins the family's immersion into this new environment.

Amidst this cultural shift, the narrator befriends Hisham, a local boy whose
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friendship provides her with a deep sense of belonging. They spend their

days playing in the communal courtyard, sharing laughter and language

despite their communication barriers. Through Hisham, the narrator learns

Arabic, a language echoing back to her from specks of her father's heated

American dialogues.

The culinary experiences in Jordan add another layer to the narrator's

transformation, as different flavors and food traditions become integral parts

of her identity. The family's foray into making pancakes amidst the spectacle

of curious neighbors highlights the blending of cultural customs and meals,

symbolizing their transition into the Jordanian lifestyle.

Key to this entire experience is the narrator’s understanding of relationships

and identity. Characters like Bennett, an English boy who enters her life

briefly, challenge her sense of belonging with his disdain for "native foods"

and his rigid views on social hierarchies. His departure, leaving behind his

toy scooter, becomes metaphorical of transient friendships and the malleable

nature of childhood loyalties and identities.

Familial bonds and connections deepen through stories shared, such as the

narrator’s grandfather’s visual prowess and her uncle’s mystical connection

with the land. The family’s visit to a Bedouin tribe where her father seeks

counsel from the tribal sheikh epitomizes their quest for identity and

belonging, linking them to the land and traditions of Bud’s ancestry.
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These chapters capture the essence of childhood caught between cultures,

where the narrator navigates the complexities of belonging, identity, and

familial roles in a foreign land. Her experiences capture the bittersweet

realization of fluid identities and the enduring impact of cultural landscapes

on personal growth and understanding.

Aspect Summary

Chapter Focus The chapters explore cultural and personal discovery during the
narrator's family's move from America to Jordan.

Initial
Circumstances

The family learns of their move to Jordan, sparking uncertainty and
change from their American routine.

New
Environment

The family adapts to life in Jordan, navigating a new environment that
contrasts with their old home.

Friendship and
Language

The narrator befriends Hisham, learning Arabic through shared play
and interactions.

Culinary
Experiences

Jordanian food traditions enrich the narrator’s identity, marking their
cultural integration.

Relationship
Dynamics

Interactions with characters like Bennett explore themes of belonging
and the fluid nature of identity.

Family and
Heritage

Deeper family connections emerge through shared stories and
cultural ties with Jordanian traditions.

Overall Theme The chapters highlight the narrator's exploration of identity, belonging,
and growth amidst diverse cultural landscapes.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing Cultural Diversity

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, you're immersed in the

narrator's journey of exploring and adapting to a new cultural

landscape that challenges her preconceived notions and familiar

practices. As she navigates the contrasting worlds of American and

Jordanian lifestyles, she discovers the beauty of diversity and the rich

tapestry of cultural experiences awaiting her. This transformation is

reflective of the broader lesson that your life can become more

enriched and fulfilled by embracing different cultures and

perspectives. By opening yourself to diverse experiences, you

cultivate a deeper understanding of the world and build connections

that transcend traditional boundaries. The narrator's growing

appreciation for Jordan's cultural nuances teaches you the importance

of curiosity and empathy in redefining identity and belonging, which

can inspire and empower your personal journey in embracing the new,

the unfamiliar, and the diverse.
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chapter 4: A House and a Yard

The narrative begins with the protagonist's return to America after a year in

 Jordan, adjusting to the stark differences between the two places. Syracuse

is described with its mothlike houses in cold morning fog and the

protagonist's observations of familiar sights—types of trees, stores, and

buildings that evoke memories. This transition from Jordan's warm, vibrant

environment to America's muted, reserved ambiance sets the tone for the

protagonist's feelings of disorientation and nostalgia.

The family settles in a split-level house with a yard, different from the

communal living in Jordan. Here, they meet their neighbors, notably Mrs.

Manarelli, who becomes a central figure in their new American life. She

stands out with her Italian heritage and a warm personality that contrasts

with the reserved suburban environment. Mrs. Manarelli shares food,

creating a connection through culinary exchanges with the protagonist's

father, Bud, who enjoys cooking and experimenting with spices like sumac.

The protagonist forms a friendship with Sally Holmes, whose family

embodies the quintessential American lifestyle. The Christmas tree in the

Holmes' living room exemplifies the cultural differences and the

protagonist's awe and slight embarrassment at the contrast between their

own modest decorations and the Holmes' extravagant display. The

protagonist and Sally bond over games and shared experiences, highlighting
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the protagonist's struggle to fit in and adapt to new customs and foods.

Winter brings harsh weather conditions, leading to humorous and tender

moments, such as the skating incident where the protagonist suffers from

frostbite. This incident introduces tension and anxiety but also showcases

the family's togetherness and unique problem-solving approach, with Bud

contacting Auntie Aya in Jordan for advice. The soup remedy becomes

symbolic of warmth and familial love, contrasting with the icy environment.

The narrative continues to explore themes of cultural dissonance and

acceptance through food. The protagonist's family, with their Jordanian

heritage, enjoys a barbecue in their front yard, drawing unwanted attention

from neighbors unaccustomed to such displays. This event exposes the

family's struggle to blend into American suburban life and the judgment

from neighbors, contributing to the protagonist's sense of alienation.

A deeper understanding of these cultural tensions unfolds as the protagonist

confides in Mrs. Manarelli, who offers empathy and perspective. Their

conversation around panna cotta opens a space for the protagonist to express

insecurities about fitting in and feeling out of place. Mrs. Manarelli's

affirmations and shared laughter help alleviate some of the protagonist's

worries.

The story closes with Mrs. Manarelli organizing a small, rebellious picnic
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with the protagonist's family on their front lawn, defying suburban norms.

This act of defiance becomes a moment of solidarity and joy, as they indulge

in food and laughter, asserting their place in the neighborhood. Through

these experiences, the protagonist learns about belonging, identity, and the

value of holding onto one's cultural roots amidst new challenges.

Overall, the chapters depict the protagonist's journey of adaptation and

acceptance in a new cultural landscape, exploring themes of identity,

nostalgia, cultural conflict, and the comforting power of food and

community.
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chapter 5 Summary: Madama Butterfly

In "Madama Butterfly," we delve into the complex relationship between the

 narrator's grandmother (Gram) and the world, largely defined by her distrust

and bitterness toward men. Her resentment stems from past experiences,

including a strict German father, an unfaithful husband, and the economic

struggles of the Great Depression, which she attributes to men. This mistrust

is passed down as she attempts to guide her granddaughters, embedding in

them a similar wariness toward the male gender. Gram's life is characterized

by a desire for order and refinement, yet beneath this exterior, she is deeply

emotional and indulgent, especially with her grandchildren.

The narrator recounts her weekend visits to New Jersey to stay with Gram, a

refuge from her family life. Despite Gram's animosity towards men, her

granddaughter finds solace and adventure in their times together, poring over

recipes and cooking from Betty Crocker's cookbook. Their culinary efforts,

however, rarely meet Gram's high expectations, reflecting her internal

conflict and disappointment in the world.

A significant tension in Gram’s life is her relationship with Bud, her

son-in-law, a foreigner who married her only child. The clash between

Gram's traditionalism and Bud's cultural background frequently surfaces,

illustrated by anecdotes of Gram's dinner table mishaps when trying to

accommodate Bud's dietary customs.
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As the chapter unfolds, Gram plans an "Oriental event," a foray into the

unknown world of Oriental food. The term "Oriental," dated and insensitive

by today's standards, highlights the era's limited understanding and

stereotyping of Asian cultures. It sets the stage for a trip to Manhattan where

the two, dressed in faux fur coats, are to watch the opera "Madama

Butterfly" at the Metropolitan and then dine at the Imperial Palace.

Their bus ride to the city introduces them to an older gentleman who, though

seemingly distinguished, oddly takes public transport. An interaction filled

with unexpected comments about Oriental cuisine and personal freedom

underscores Gram's unapologetic personality and her disregard for societal

norms regarding male-female dynamics.

The opera—a poignant tale of abandonment—resonates with Gram,

reinforcing her views on men. Post-opera, they head to the extravagant

Imperial Palace, an experience filled with culinary wonder for the young

narrator and a comical cultural disconnect for Gram. The restaurant's

ambiance captivates the narrator, contrasting her anticipation with Gram's

old-world misconceptions. They are served by Chen, an insightful waiter

who shares a deeper appreciation for authentic Chinese culture yet remains

unaware of Gram’s misinterpretation of the opera's origins.

Through Chen, we see parallels between different forms of cultural
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displacement, drawing a subtle line to Bud's experiences in America. This

confrontation with a genuine slice of Chinese culture leaves the narrator in

awe yet aware of her family's inadvertent cultural faux pas. As the chapter

closes, it underscores the broader themes of curiosity and cultural

exploration juxtaposed against a backdrop of misconception, humor, and

generational gaps.

The narrative closes with Gram suggesting more visits to the Imperial

Palace, though the narrator, as she matures, dismisses it as inauthentic,

preferring what she deems the "real thing." This shift in preference illustrates

the narrator's evolving understanding of authenticity and cultural

appreciation, signaling a growing independence from Gram's influences.

Gram's culinary recipes, included sporadically, further enrich the narrative,

symbolizing her practical yet limited culinary aspirations, and offering a

glimpse into her desire for control and predictability in an unpredictable

world.
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chapter 6 Summary: Mixed Grill in the Snow

The chapters "Mixed Grill in the Snow" and "Magloubeh and the Great

 Diplomat" explore themes of family, tradition, and cultural identity through

vivid and atmospheric storytelling.

Mixed Grill in the Snow

The chapter opens with the family gearing up for their elusive New Year's

Eve plans. This holiday is a symbolic entry into adulthood, marked by the

protagonist, Diana, tasting her first champagne with ginger ale. The family

decides on an adventurous journey to Uncle Hal and Aunt Rachel’s house in

Oswego, amidst a risky snowstorm. The drive is tense and filled with the

sensory experience of the blizzard, creating a feeling of otherworldliness as

the car inches through the ghostly, snow-wrapped landscape.

Upon arrival, Uncle Hal hosts an unconventional outdoor grill amid the

snow, presenting a striking image of warmth and community against the

stark winter backdrop. The event turns into a feast of grilling, laughter, and

storytelling, blending elements of Middle Eastern cuisine, such as knaffea,

with a New Year’s celebration. The narrative weaves personal nostalgia with

cultural introspection—Bud and his brothers lament their lost homes and

grapple with their immigrant identities amid the echoes of cultural memory.
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Diana’s imagination is vibrant and occasionally reckless, exemplified by her

telling a frightening story about a psycho killer to her younger sister,

highlighting a habit of blurring fantasy and reality. The family dynamics

further reveal themselves during the evening as multiple layers of cultural

identity surface through music, food, and familial interactions. The fleeting

New Year’s moment accentuates feelings of nostalgia and belonging, just as

Diana contemplates her place in the grander passage of time.

Magloubeh and the Great Diplomat

Switching to a more domestic scene, the second chapter delves into the

chaos and comfort of a family gathering at Diana’s home. The house brims

with relatives and the air tinged with the aroma of magloubeh—a traditional

dish Diana detests. This meal, with its blend of rice, meat, and vegetables,

symbolizes the rich cultural tapestry of their Jordanian roots.

Among the guests is Uncle Jack, an animated and controversial figure,

emblematic of the tension between old-world values and the new world they

inhabit. Uncle Jack, known for stirring up debates, provokes heated

discussions about politics, patriotism, and identity. These conversations

underscore the complex identities formed by the family’s displacement and

attempts to assimilate into American life while maintaining their Middle
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Eastern heritage.

Diana’s father, Bud, is portrayed as a larger-than-life character, clinging to

notions of honor and respect while adapting to life in America. The narrative

captures the dichotomy between the adults' impassioned debates over

identity and politics and the children’s carefree innocence, highlighting the

generational divide.

As food becomes a conduit for cultural expression and familial bonding, the

chapter underscores how these gatherings serve as a microcosm for the

greater issues of identity and belonging that the family navigates. In the end,

the chapter portrays a whimsical and poignant journey through memory,

tradition, and the ongoing negotiation of cultural heritage within the family’s

narrative.

Together, these chapters intricately blend personal anecdotes with broader

cultural themes, emphasizing the complexity of identity, tradition, and

family ties, as well as the tension between modernity and tradition in the

lives of immigrants.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing Cultural Identity Through Family Traditions

Critical Interpretation: In the vivid recounting of a New Year's Eve

celebration amidst a snowstorm, you are invited to witness how the

Abu-Jaber family embraces their cultural identity through the rituals

of storytelling, food, and the warmth of familial bonds. This chapter

illustrates that even in the midst of life's unpredictability

—represented here by a blizzard— holding onto one's heritage can

create a sense of belonging and comfort. Watching Uncle Hal host an

outdoor grill encased in snow, you've a vivid reminder that cultural

identity is not confined to specific settings or weather; rather, it can be

celebrated anywhere, as long as there is a community to engage with

it. The imagery of warmth against the cold becomes a metaphor for

the resilience of heritage and how traditions can bridge the gap

between old homes and new horizons. It is a gentle encouragement for

you to seek out and cherish familial traditions, as they offer a steady

anchor in the ever-changing narrative of life, infusing meaning and a

sense of connection with both ancestors and future generations.
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chapter 8 Summary: Country Life

In this poignant narrative, the family of Bud, the protagonist, faces a

 significant transition as they prepare to move from Syracuse in the United

States back to Jordan, Bud's homeland. Bud, who is frustrated with

American culture and longing for his roots, often expresses a desire to return

to Jordan, a refrain that has echoed throughout their family life. His dream of

returning home is filled with nostalgic imagery—visions of larger tables for

family gatherings, fresh apricot juice, and speaking Arabic again. However,

for his children, especially the twelve-year-old narrator, this move threatens

the life and identity they have built in America.

The initial announcement of the move is met with skepticism by the

children, who have heard similar sentiments before. However, this time is

different. Bud takes concrete steps, such as selling the family's furniture and

home. The narrator's school friends, including Jamie Faraday and Sally

Holmes, throw a heartfelt going-away party, emphasizing the impact of the

looming change. Despite this farewell, the narrator struggles to imagine a

life in Jordan, haunted by fragmented memories of her childhood

there—memories that have grown dusty and elusive over the years.

While the children are filled with uncertainty and reluctance, the family's

matriarch appears supportive of Bud’s decision, acknowledging the central

role that Bud’s longing for Jordan plays in their lives. Meanwhile, the
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narrator grapples with an emotional turmoil, haunted by a sense of guilt for

having adapted so well to American life.

Just as the family is on the brink of leaving, a twist of fate occurs. Bud sends

a cablegram that halts the move—he is sending back the trunks and coming

home. The reason for the abrupt change remains a mystery, as Bud refuses to

discuss it. The relief felt by the narrator and her mother is palpable, yet they

are left in a state of limbo, having already bid farewell to their life in

Syracuse.

The family temporarily takes refuge in an eclectic one-bedroom apartment,

filled with vibrant décor reminiscent of the 1970s. Although Bud feels

displaced in this space, the narrator finds solace in its bohemian charm. Life

continues amidst lingering uncertainty. Bud’s disappointment with Jordan is

hinted at but remains largely unspoken, adding tension to their family

dynamic.

In the midst of this upheaval, Bud introduces a new family ritual of "going

for a drive" through suburban neighborhoods, fueling the children’s

annoyance and confusion. Eventually, this aimless wandering leads to the

discovery of a redwood house in the countryside, which Bud purchases

spontaneously. The move shifts the family's environment drastically—from

suburban Syracuse to the isolated expanses of rural New York.
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In this new setting, the family confronts a profound sense of isolation. The

narrator is cut off from familiar connections, engulfed by the vast, silent

countryside. Encounters with local children on bikes provide a glimpse into

their new world, as Monica, the youngest sister, interacts freely with them,

underscoring the cultural gulf the family must navigate.

Throughout the narrative, themes of identity, belonging, and the dichotomy

between cultural heritage and assimilation emerge. The protagonist is torn

between Americanization and her Arab roots, a conflict embodied in the

family's tabbouleh recipe—a reminder of their heritage. As the story unfolds,

the family learns to adapt to their new circumstances, finding ways to bridge

the gap between past dreams and present realities amidst the backdrop of

their rural home.
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chapter 9: Runaway

Chapter Summary: Runaway

The chapter introduces a twelve-year-old protagonist overwhelmed by the

monotony and isolation of their rural life, exacerbated by a recent move to

the countryside. The protagonist channels their frustration by writing stories

about a girl who escapes from an oppressive family, mirroring their own

discontent. One day, the protagonist decides to rebel against their current life

and declares their intention to run away, joined by their younger sisters,

Suzy and Monica, equally trapped in boredom. The trio starts walking down

the dusty Morgan Road, experiencing a temporary sense of freedom and

camaraderie away from the constant supervision and expectations of their

father, Bud. Bud, a figure of authority, holds the protagonist responsible for

their sisters, placing the weight of responsibility on their young shoulders.

As they venture forward, Bud follows in his car to coax them back with

promises of comforting, familiar meals like grape leaves. Monica succumbs

first, enticed by her favorite dish. Suzy soon follows, recognizing the futility

of their escape. Left alone, the protagonist grapples with the injustice and

lack of agency in their life, wrestling with the burden of responsibility and

the desire for independence.
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The protagonist continues briefly until deciding to hide in a nearby field,

where they observe Bud's growing concern. Despite the temptation to reveal

themselves, the protagonist remains hidden, relishing the feeling of being

sought after. Bud's words, "You can't hide from your baba," resonate deeply,

emphasizing the inescapable connection and dependency within the family.

Ultimately, the protagonist returns, conceding to the inescapability of their

situation. The narrative shifts to describe the family's weekend gatherings.

Their parents host relatives, offering a colorful tapestry of cultural

connections, food, and drink to combat the isolation of rural life. The

protagonist's perspective begins to shift as they explore the land with friends

Jess and Ed. This new view of the countryside, full of unexpected beauty

and adventure, contrasts with their earlier resentment.

In an act of exploration, the children discover a large drainage pipe, a

symbol of mystery and unfettered imagination. As they delve into the pipe,

the world outside seems to fade. Despite encountering a sense of danger and

the worried calls of their grandmother above, the shared adventure

emboldens their sense of freedom and unity, leading them back to familiar

grounds.

This chapter highlights themes of authority, family expectations, and the

quest for identity and independence in a world where the protagonist feels

trapped. It traces the oscillation between rebellion and acceptance,
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emphasizing that true escape is often a journey inward rather than merely

outward. The family gatherings and explorations suggest an evolving

understanding of self and place.
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chapter 10 Summary: Stories, Stories

The story unfolds around Bud, an eloquent storyteller in a family of

 listeners, who shares a vast repertoire of tales ranging from the detailed

history of the Arab-Israeli conflict to philosophical discourses on free will

versus destiny. He is known for his humorous anecdotes, often featuring

Jeha, a classic Arab joker known for his trickster stories. The tales provide

both amusement and moral lessons, exposing the absurdity and humor

hidden in everyday life.

Bud's family stories are equally engaging, painting a vivid picture of a

semi-wild childhood spent in Jordan with his numerous brothers. These

stories often involve daring escapades, such as attending weddings uninvited

or witnessing traumatic events like public hangings. Bud's narratives bridge

the gap between his personal history and the broader cultural context,

recounting his family's nomadic past and contrasting it with his present life.

Among Bud’s captivating tales, the romance between his parents, Saleh and

Anissa, stands out. Saleh, a simple Bedouin with charm and ruggedness,

falls in love with Anissa, a well-educated and sophisticated city girl from

Jerusalem. Initially rejecting his courtship due to his lack of education,

Anissa eventually marries Saleh after her family flees to Jordan due to

Turkish persecution. Through this story, Bud explores themes of love,

cultural differences, and the unpredictable nature of destiny.
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Throughout evenings filled with familial storytelling, Bud reveals snippets

of his aspirations and values, such as his life plan of owning a restaurant and

wishing for his daughters to marry within the family circle. These narratives

offer insights into Bud’s dreams and expectations, reflecting his

multicultural heritage and intrinsic values.

Bud’s recollections of his father, Saleh, highlight the man’s larger-than-life

personality and notorious hospitality, even towards strangers. Despite

bringing English guards into their homes for feasts that depleted family

resources, Saleh’s actions emphasized generosity, a key cultural value. This

narrative showcases the tensions between traditional responsibilities and

modern familial roles.

Sitting at the family table, Bud reminisces about his childhood connections

with King Hussein of Jordan, painting vivid pictures of playing soccer with

royalty and serving in the king’s air force. Even in seemingly menial tasks,

such as sorting rice in the royal kitchens, Bud finds purpose and dignity,

underlining the cultural ethos of service and loyalty to one's roots.

The colorful vignettes of Bud’s life are complemented by culinary episodes,

notably his recipe for mjeddrah, a simple dish he associates with care and

love. Through these stories, Bud not only nourishes his family with tales but

also with the rich flavors of their shared heritage. His stories, intertwined
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with humor and heart, capture a life steeped in history, personal growth, and

cultural legacy.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Unyielding hospitality amidst scarcity.

Critical Interpretation: In the midst of material scarcity, Bud's father,

Saleh, embodies a spirit of boundless generosity that transcends

personal hardship. By willingly sharing his family's limited resources

with English guards and others, Saleh upholds a cultural tenet that

values kindness and openness. This key point inspires us to see

hospitality not merely as an obligation but a powerful act of

connecting and enriching lives. Generosity becomes a form of

rebellion against scarcity, illustrating that profound relationships and

community bonds outweigh material wealth. In our daily lives,

embracing this ethos can transform interactions from transactional to

deeply meaningful, reinforcing the idea that true richness lies in the

warmth and unity we extend to others.
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chapter 11 Summary: Immigrants’ Kids

In high school, the narrator finds herself surrounded by a diverse group of

 friends, each bearing melodious, multisyllabic names reflecting their

immigrant roots. Her friends Olga, Sonja, Yorunda, and Mahaleani bond

over their shared heritage, offering comfort and familiarity in a world that

feels distinctly American with its contrasting values. Their school days are

highlighted by lunches laden with savory dishes like pierogi and doro wat,

marked by the rich scents of garlic and spices. This culinary diversity stands

in stark contrast to the American girls' preoccupation with dieting and

restrictive eating habits, which the narrator and her friends observe with

curiosity and skepticism.

Amid this tapestry of cultural identities is Olga's father, Mr. Basilovich, a

gentle man of Russian descent who carries the scars of a traumatic past.

Having survived concentration camps during his youth, he struggles with

deep-seated despair and succumbs to multiple suicide attempts, a history that

casts a shadow over his family. Olga rarely speaks of her father's troubles,

leaving Sonja to fill in the gaps for their mutual friend.

Mr. Basilovich's peculiar behavior manifests in poetic outbursts, particularly

about food, which contrasts with the pragmatic demeanor of his American

wife who remains vigilantly supportive. His fascination with stuffed

cabbage, a dish reminiscent of his heritage, exemplifies his yearning for
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connection and the comfort of familiarity through culinary expression.

Despite his haunting past, moments of domesticity, like cooking stuffed

cabbages, reveal glimpses of a softer, artistic side, intriguing the narrator

about his complex nature.

However, following a period of despondency, Mr. Basilovich is hospitalized,

only to tragically take his own life by jumping from a hospital window. This

devastating act leaves Olga and her family reeling from the loss, profoundly

impacting the narrator and her circle of friends. The funeral becomes a

solemn event, marked by quiet reflections and a simple yet profound

encounter between the narrator and a symbolic pigeon—one that seems to

signify both the spirit of the departed and the connections that bind memory

and identity.

In the wake of loss, the narrator learns that the name of Mr. Basilovich's

cherished stuffed cabbage, "golubtsi," translates to "pigeon," weaving an

intricate link between his memory and the fleeting presence of the bird on

the deck. Through this realization, the narrator honors Mr. Basilovich's

memory with the dish, preserving his legacy and their shared moments

through the timeless act of cooking.

The chapter closes with a recipe for "In Honor of Mr. Basilovich" Cabbage

Rolls, inviting readers to partake in the cultural exchange that defines the

immigrant experience. This tribute underscores the power of food to
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transcend cultural divides and anchor us to those we've lost, merging the

universal themes of identity, memory, and healing into a cohesive narrative.
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chapter 12 Summary: Restaurant of Our Dreams

Chapter Summary: The Rise and Fall of Bud's Restaurant Dream

In the intricate tapestry of a mixed cultural heritage, Bud emerges as a

dreamer with an unwavering passion for the perfect restaurant venture. We

find Bud awash with vibrant energy, practically vibrating with excitement

about his newest venture—a restaurant. This excitement is a recurring

pattern; past attempts have crumbled last minute, leaving Bud and his family

in a cycle of hope and disappointment. 

Bud's allure is infectious, spreading initially through animated chatter and

snippets of Arabic, adding an exotic air to the household. The family finds

themselves wrapped in the thrill of the new venture, with Bud painting vivid

pictures of a perfect fusion of Arabic and American cuisines. It’s a restaurant

that, in his mind, will unite cultural flavors and communities, with the

family at its heart.

His plans are ambitious yet tinged with nostalgia for his homeland, showing

his willingness to sell family land in Jordan for this American dream. This

decision marks a significant shift, symbolizing his commitment to root his

identity and future firmly in America.
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A visit to King David's, the only Arabic restaurant in Syracuse and a

potential competitor, reinforces Bud's ambitions. It's a small, vibrant place,

infused with Middle Eastern aromas, and bustling with college students.

Here, Bud imagines how his own restaurant will thrive, even fantasizing

about recruiting Waleed, a charismatic Lebanese engineering student, as part

of his prospective team.

As preparations unfold, a familial routine forms. Bud's plans become a staple

of dinner conversation, transforming their home into a war room of culinary

strategy, combining American, Arabic, French, and even Italian influences.

Each discussion infuses their daily lives with a blend of hope, excitement,

and anxiety. His belief in the concept is unshakeable, envisioning it as a

cultural crossover, a culinary peace offering between East and West.

The climax builds toward the final agreement to purchase the restaurant. It's

poised to be a significant day, a gateway to their imagined future. Bud

celebrates with a grand Palestinian dish, chicken msukhan, infusing the

occasion with symbolic meaning—simple ingredients transformed into

something extraordinary through love and attention.

Yet, on the day of reckoning, this magical dream slips through their grasp.

The restaurant’s current owner and his chef-wife suddenly reconcile,

deciding against selling. Bud’s hope, so ardently nursed, fractures under the

stark realization that his long-anticipated dream has eluded him due to an
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unexpected twist in the owner’s personal life.

The family is left adrift, the excitement evaporating as disappointment

settles in their hearts and minds. The lesson is heavy; dreams are as fragile

as they are invigorating. They are left to grapple with the bitter remnants of

hope gone awry, learning that reality doesn’t always align with one’s

dreams.

Bud’s journey to open his dream restaurant invites reflections on ambition,

cultural assimilation, personal disappointment, and the eternal hope for

something better. This poignant narrative highlights the delicate balance of

pursuing dreams while navigating the caprices of fate.
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chapter 13: The Language of Baklava

In "The Language of Baklava," Auntie Aya visits her family, causing a stir in

 the household. Aya is a fascinating character with a blend of modern and

traditional practices, most notably her skills in cupping, a Bedouin remedy

involving heated glass cups used for healing. Aya, an unconventional

matriarch, lives alone in the desert in a beautiful home built by a suitor and

is knowledgeable about herbal medicine, bonesetting, and other traditional

practices.

Aya's visit coincides with a tense period in the family, especially between

the narrator and her father, Bud. Aya's presence is marked by her

transformative influence on the family and her adeptness at bridging cultural

divides. She often works her traditional Bedouin magic on her male

relatives, rejuvenating their appearance and giving them an air of dignity and

vitality. However, Bud, who lives an ordinary American life, views these

practices with a mix of skepticism and reverence, maintaining traditional

beliefs while attempting to present a modern facade.

The narrator recalls meeting Auntie Aya for the first time in Amman, where

Aya's commanding presence and luxurious style—including bold makeup

and fashion—capture her imagination. This memory reveals Aya's allure and

authority within the family.
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Meanwhile, the narrator and her father, Bud, are in a state of conflict due to

her rebellious teenage behavior, marked by tension over her academic

performance and Bud's cultural expectations. Aya's arrival offers a buffer

and a source of wisdom. Aya, who defies her brother's traditional views,

encourages the narrator to find her own identity. Aya rejects the notion of

sending the narrator back to Jordan to instill obedience, suggesting instead

that they bond over baking, which becomes a metaphor for empowerment

and independence.

Aya's teachings extend beyond recipes; she shares life lessons disguised as

cooking tips, subtly challenging traditional gender norms. Through these

culinary sessions, Aya imparts wisdom about navigating the world,

understanding one's truth, and self-expression.

Towards the end of the visit, Aya confronts Bud about his threats of sending

his daughter back to Jordan, promising never to speak to him again if he

persists. This declaration forces Bud to reconcile his feelings and declare he

would never send his daughter away, illustrating a moment of understanding

and compromise between them. Aya's visit concludes with a harmonious

family dinner, lightened by laughter and unity, exemplified by the sharing of

her exquisite baklava, a metaphor for cultural synthesis and familial love.

The narrator learns essential life lessons, while the homemade baklava

represents the blending of diverse heritages, leaving an enduring impression

of hope and reconciliation.
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chapter 14 Summary: Bad American Girl

Summary of "Bad American Girl" Chapter:

The chapter unfolds in the protagonist's bedroom, a teenager steeped in her

personal world of creativity and rebellion. Surrounded by an eclectic mix of

decorations, she is absorbed in writing about an imaginary man escaping his

oppressive parents. This idyllic moment is disrupted by an unexpected

visitor. Her sisters nervously announce the arrival of Ray Jansen, a classmate

from her Advanced Placement English class, breaking a fundamental

household rule set by her father, Bud: no boys allowed. 

Ray is depicted as a charming, daring boy, known for his volunteer work at

the fire department and his mechanical skills. Immediately, the protagonist is

conflicted by his presence, as Bud has entrenched her with cultural values of

being a "Good Arab girl" in contrast to "Bad American girls." Her family's

traditional values clash with her secretive admiration for Ray. When Bud

confronts Ray, attempting to assert cultural norms and scare him away, Ray

unintentionally becomes a symbol of the protagonist's own yearning for

freedom and individuality amidst her strict upbringing.

Bud grills Ray with questions about his background, indicating skepticism

about his intentions, and Ray stammers through answers that fail to impress
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him. Despite the discomfort, dinner is served by the family, culminating in a

dramatic departure, marked by Bud’s powerful speech about family values

and expectations. Bud’s rules and nostalgia for his upbringing in Jordan

create a stern, culturally rooted atmosphere that intensifies when contrasted

with the relaxed persona of the American boy, Ray.

The narrative peaks in a heated argument between the daughter and Bud,

highlighting the emotional rift caused by cultural expectations versus

personal desires. The fight, though exhausting, ends suddenly with the sight

of Ray's empty plate, symbolizing the clandestine victories and resilient

desire for independence within her constrained world. 

The next day, Ray discreetly reconnects with her in the library, providing a

safe space to explore adolescent emotions away from the prying eyes of her

traditional family. They hold hands, symbolizing a small act of rebellion and

a tentative exploration of a life beyond cultural limitations. Though their

relationship does not progress further, the encounter instills a newfound

sense of bravery and the realization that she can challenge her father's rigid

rules. Interestingly, despite the confrontation, Bud and Ray maintain an

amiable relationship, hinting that the cultural clash extends beyond mere

opposition, allowing for surprising connections and mutual respect.

In essence, this chapter richly portrays the protagonist's internal battle

between adhering to her cultural heritage and embracing personal freedom in
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a world of contrasting values.
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chapter 15 Summary: Food and Art

Chapter Summary: Food and Art

In this chapter, the protagonist’s school life undergoes a significant change

when their regular English teacher, Mrs. Loprienzo, goes on maternity leave,

and Mr. Sims takes over. Unlike the traditional curriculum that focused on

the Leatherstocking tales, Mr. Sims, who is passionate about modern

classics, introduces the class to contemporary literature that resonates with

the students. The protagonist is captivated by authors like Sylvia Plath, Ezra

Pound, and F. Scott Fitzgerald and finds particular inspiration in Gertrude

Stein’s *The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas*. This book, with its

descriptions of artistic salons and dinners, sparks the protagonist’s

imagination about the intersections of food, art, and conversation.

Motivated by this newfound appreciation, the protagonist decides to host a

literary salon at their house, cleverly inviting a group of friends with printed

invitations promising a "light French Picnic." This group includes close

friends Olga, Sonja, Mahaleani, and a few American classmates. The

anticipation of hosting the event is heightened by the strict family rules

against bringing boys home, particularly under the watchful eyes of their

father, Bud.
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As the gathering takes place in the backyard, with performances and

readings contributing to an intellectual atmosphere, the protagonist finds

themselves contemplating the appeal of one guest, Jay Franklin. Jay's

musical performance and sensitive demeanor stand in stark contrast to the

protagonist's image of their father. The narrative explores themes of

adolescent longing and the desire for love, set against the backdrop of a

creatively charged environment.

Hypersensitive to Bud's presence, the protagonist navigates the tension

between family expectations and personal freedom. The story progresses as

each guest shares literary pieces, leading to a moment where the protagonist

must read their own work aloud. Overcoming nerves, they perform their

story, all the while acutely aware of potential interruptions from their family.

Remarkably, Bud's unexpected encounter with Jay Franklin, sparked by a

mutual interest in food, defuses the tension. Bud invites Jay inside, intrigued

by Jay’s knowledge of Middle Eastern foods like hummus and pita. This

shared culinary interest creates a surprising bond between the two, shifting

the dynamic from confrontation to collaboration as Jay and Bud prepare a

meal together.

Reflecting on this experience, the protagonist learns a strategic lesson:

sometimes asking questions in a certain way can open unexpected doors.

This lesson is later applied when the protagonist seeks permission to attend
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prom with Sam Ralston, an honors student of mixed Lebanese heritage. The

protagonist skillfully navigates family expectations to gain Bud's approval

using familial connections, showcasing the blend of cultural and personal

negotiation in their life.

The chapter concludes with a sense of bittersweet understanding. Despite the

new connection between Bud and Jay, the protagonist realizes they must

distance themselves from Jay due to the unexpected closeness between Jay

and their father. Through food, art, and literature, the protagonist

experiences personal growth and the complexities of balancing familial

bonds with personal aspirations.
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chapter 16 Summary: Candy and Lebeneh

This chapter follows the journey of a young protagonist as she navigates the

 complexities of high school alienation, the allure of college, and the

nuances of family dynamics. At the cusp of adulthood, she feels constricted

by the mundanities of high school and is disenchanted with her teachers and

classes. Her guidance counselor suggests she might skip her senior year if

she has enough credits, which sparks hope and a sense of urgency to start her

life anew in college.

Her decision to attend the local State University of New York in Oswego is

met with familial oversight: she's to live in an all-girls dorm where her

Uncle Hal and Aunt Rachel can keep an eye on her. Her father, Bud, with

mixed feelings about her leaving, navigates his own complexities about his

daughter's future. Upon arriving at university, she is immediately introduced

to the campus Sweet Shoppe, where she lands a job. The shop, selling

everything from newspapers to various candies, becomes a central social hub

where she interacts with students from different backgrounds and deals with

the financial constraints of student life. 

College life brings its challenges. She struggles with the food in the

dormitory dining hall, leading her to substitute meals with candy, which

takes a toll on her health. The cultural divide on campus between upstaters

like herself and the more cosmopolitan downstaters is distinct and adds to
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her feelings of isolation. Her home visits become bittersweet encounters,

marked by an unexplained nausea whenever she consumes her father's

lovingly prepared meals. Despite these physical manifestations of unease,

she finds an unexpected solace in rekindling her relationship with Bud,

learning more about his past and the family history.

As the semester unfolds, she immerses herself in college life, distancing

herself from her father's strict rules by engaging in punk rock culture and

forming a tentative romantic relationship with Timmy, a self-proclaimed

punk rocker. Her evenings are filled with music and vibrant coffeeshop

gatherings, carving out a space for independence and personal exploration.

Despite the imperfections in her relationship with Timmy, she finds herself

nostalgically longing for her new life when back home.

Caught between two worlds—the independence of college and the familiar

warmth of home—she eventually finds herself grounded by a mystical,

almost transcendent experience during one of her nocturnal awakenings. A

search for comfort leads her to rediscover the simplicity of home-cooked

food, particularly the familiar and soothing yogurt lebeneh, symbolizing a

return to her roots and a bridge between her two identities.

Ultimately, the chapter weaves a vivid tapestry of a young woman's journey

through self-discovery, cultural navigation, and the perennial struggle for

autonomy as she transitions from adolescence into adulthood. The imagery
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of food and music acts as leitmotifs, underscoring the emotional and cultural

landscapes she traverses. Despite the tensions, she emerges with a deeper

appreciation of her family and a nascent understanding of her own desires

and identity.
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chapter 17: A New World

In the narrative "A New World," we follow the protagonist as she navigates

 the turbulent period of early adulthood, shaped by her immigrant family

background. After graduating from college, she jumps between various

minor jobs, finding herself in roles ranging from waiting tables to

administrative drudgery, displaying her uncertain path towards

independence. Seeking freedom from her parents' home, she marries a fellow

student from her writing class. However, the marriage feels restrictive,

echoing the confinement of her upbringing. Ultimately, they part ways

amicably, underscoring the protagonist’s desire for autonomy.

Writing emerges as a steadfast anchor throughout her journey. Despite the

weight of familial expectations, she discovers her voice, publishing her first

two poems in college, feeling a unique thrill at seeing her work immortalized

in print. The anxiety of her family's judgment looms overhead, but she finds

solace in the linguistic barrier protecting her from her father's critique.

Pursuing a more stable path towards her passion, she abandons odd jobs in

favor of graduate school, immersing herself in literature to refine her craft.

Her parents’ Hawaiian vacation becomes a pivotal moment, particularly

when her father, Bud, follows "the voice of the earth," leading him to an

unexpected adventure. Simultaneously, her mother's gift of a lapis lazuli

necklace upon completing her dissertation serves as an endorsement of her
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budding identity as a writer, plagued with both humor and seriousness

reflecting family dynamics.

As her debut novel, "Arabian Jazz," is celebrated publicly, the protagonist

gains further confidence and ownership of her story. Her parents' attendance

at her readings, with her father’s proud albeit confused acknowledgement,

marks their grudging acceptance of her new life. This novel is a testament

not only to her artistic career but also to her emancipation, claiming her

narrative and life choices—a process mirrored in her decision to move

across the country, signifying broader horizons.

The accompanying recipe for "Tomato Chicken Mensaf" serves as a

metaphor for cultural fusion and adaptability, hinting at the blend of

tradition and modernity in her life. This dish, based on classic lamb mensaf,

illustrates how the protagonist draws from deeply rooted cultural practices,

yet crafts something uniquely her own. As she continues on her path,

balancing respect for her roots with her aspirations, each event—the

narrative, her career achievements, familial interactions, and even anecdotal

recipes—signals steps in exploring and embracing her identity.
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chapter 18 Summary: The Best Cook in the Family

The chapter "The Best Cook in the Family" explores the narrator's journey

 back to Jordan after two decades, following a complex life filled with

educational pursuits, debt, and work in America. The narrator, an

Arab-American writer, grapples with an identity divided between two

cultures, a theme she hopes to explore through a new novel set in both

America and the Middle East. Funded by a Fulbright fellowship, her

intention is to research and write, but the reality of living in Amman

reawakens dormant memories and invites introspection.

Upon arrival in Jordan, the narrator is engulfed by the hospitality and

cultural idiosyncrasies of her extended family, particularly through frequent

family feasts hosted by her uncles. These relatives, who share a lineage of

vibrant, larger-than-life characters, coax her with lavish meals, where

hospitality is elevated to a sacrament. The chapter vividly details the

juxtaposition of her American upbringing with the cultural rituals of her

Arab heritage, as familial pressure mixes with deep-seated ambivalence

about belonging and identity.

As she navigates the familial landscape, each uncle's dinner invitation

becomes a testament to Jordanian culture's emphasis on food and fellowship.

The narrator reflects on the excessive consumption amidst a country that

faces socio-economic struggles, underscoring food's intricate cultural value
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in Jordan. This also proves challenging as she tries to strike a balance

between her commitment to writing and her engagement with family.

Further complicating her stay, various American friends visit, drawn by

curiosity and unfamiliarity with the Middle Eastern way of life.

Bachelor-Uncle Omar, a charming yet frugal figure frequently occupying

social mishaps, adds comedic relief. His culinary attempts, while

well-intentioned, involve the use of questionable ingredients, further

highlighted by humorous anecdotes involving Tess, a visiting friend from

America.

The narrative winds through the complexities of family, food, and identity,

culminating with the narrator acknowledging the profound yet perplexing

pull of her Jordanian heritage. She finds herself entangled in family

expectations and the social dance of food-based hospitality, all while

struggling to carve out space for her creative work. In doing so, she explores

the deeply personal themes of belonging and self-discovery that interlace the

fabric of her bicultural existence. The chapter concludes with a vivid image

of the vastness of Jordan becoming a lived experience, no longer an abstract

concept, yet one that temporarily eclipses her literary objectives.
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chapter 19 Summary: House of Crying

In this chapter, the protagonist visits the opulent yet eerie home of

 Great-Uncle Jimmy, the wealthiest family member known for his

extravagant lifestyle and distant personality. Despite being warned by her

father, Bud, not to attend the invitation due to a longstanding family grudge

against Jimmy, the protagonist decides to go with her friend Audrey. Upon

arrival, they are met by the ostentatious wealth that surrounds Jimmy,

epitomized by his luxurious house and lifestyle.

The protagonist observes Uncle Jimmy's reptilian features, reflecting his

cold and unfeeling nature. The house is managed by a battalion of Sri

Lankan maids and a weary Egyptian houseboy named Roni. Jimmy exudes

arrogance, and his interaction with the household staff is dismissive and

impersonal.

The dinner is a sparse affair, highlighting Jimmy's miserly nature despite his

wealth. During the meal, the atmosphere shifts dramatically when eerie,

heart-rending screams echo from the kitchen, startling both the protagonist

and Audrey. These screams are later attributed to a hidden family secret—a

disabled grandchild supposedly locked away and cared for only by servants.

As the meal progresses, the protagonist learns that Uncle Jimmy and Aunt

Selma have been the subject of rumors regarding their mistreatment of a
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young Sri Lankan maid. They depict the maid's plight as typical for those

from impoverished backgrounds, revealing their colonial and superior

attitudes. The maid, having been locked in her room to prevent her from

fleeing, eventually attempted to escape by jumping from a window, only to

end up returned to the agency that mistreated her.

The chapter paints a picture of Uncle Jimmy and Aunt Selma as figures

embodying wealth without compassion or morality. The protagonist and

Audrey, uncomfortable and dismayed, make their exit as the unsettling cries

continue, vowing never to return to this house filled with secrets and

sorrows.

Interposed with this tale is a recipe for spinach-stuffed fetayer, which serves

as a symbolic reminder of the cultural connections and the search for

belonging and comfort amidst familial dysfunction.
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chapter 20 Summary: Once upon a Time

In this story, a woman named Diana navigates the complexities of identity,

 culture, and family as she connects with her Jordanian roots while living in

America. Diana's father, fondly called Bud, embodies the dualities of

tradition and modernity. Despite living in America, his heart remains

tethered to his homeland, Jordan.

The narrative begins with Bud and Diana's young American friend Phineas,

affectionately nicknamed "Fattoush," visiting Diana in Jordan. Fattoush, an

eccentric and sensitive soul, seeks solace after a breakup, while Bud longs to

reconnect with his origins. Their arrival sets the stage for a comedic yet

heartwarming cultural exchange as Diana introduces them to her Jordanian

family, who eagerly welcome them with laughter and mezza platters—a

traditional spread of small dishes.

In Jordan, Diana's extended family reunites. Their dynamics highlight

cultural tensions, familial love, and teasing. Fattoush's vegetarianism

becomes a humorous focal point, as Diana's relatives debate dietary customs

amid laughter and food. The interwoven relationships between Diana, her

father, and Phineas provide a backdrop for exploring themes of belonging,

identity, and family dynamics.

As the visit continues, Diana reflects on her complex identity. Her Jordanian
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roots and American upbringing create a sense of in-betweenness. Her

father's longing for a sense of belonging culminates in an impulsive plan to

start a restaurant in Jordan, which fizzles when practicalities intervene. This

venture serves as a metaphor for the struggle between past and present,

tradition and change.

Through vivid storytelling, the narrative explores themes of longing,

belonging, and cultural heritage. Diana's journey showcases the complexities

of straddling two worlds and the enduring ties that bind family across

continents. As Diana and her family navigate their dreams and aspirations,

the tale reveals the richness of life experienced in the interstitial spaces

between cultures and continents.

Ultimately, the story is a poignant exploration of identity and connection, as

Diana finds solace in the familiar aromas of home-cooked meals, embraces

the fluidity of cultural identity, and discovers that home is a mosaic of

memories, people, and places.
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