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THE NEW VERSION

If you have read the first version of The Parachute Paradox, you will 
feel that every sentence, every word, every comma has been recon-
sidered. The stories are the same, but what changed is the style of 
narration. I removed the squeaks so that the words are part of a sym-
phony where every detail matters. I was able to tune the language as 
the story is no longer in control of me, granting me the space to craft 
it to a concert without distortion. And like in my art, where I would 
never involve any external hands, it can only be true to my writing 
style. This is the only way to keep the integrity of the voice so that 
the story sounds right. 

I created art in 2020 I usually complete in ten years, ten major 
projects. The night I finished an artwork was the same night I started 
a new one. And one series after the other was born, from Everland to 
Endless to Elsewhere. But towards the end of the year, the real magic 
happened. One night, I asked my sixteen-year-old daughter Cécile 
about the position of a comma, and when she said, “it depends,” 
I invited her into my space. Before we knew it, we started editing 
the chapters of my life, the chapters of her life, together. And in the 
process, a whole universe revealed itself, material for a new book, 
The Endings. 

The Endings are taken from the last line of every paragraph 
of The Parachute Paradox. When we put them together, they started 
to tell their own story. 
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When I got home, I raced against time to pack and get to Ben 
Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv. I was exhausted, and dreaded the usual 
three hours of questioning and interrogation by Israeli airport 
security. 

Shalom, meh eyfo ata?
Hello, where are you from?

In a Hebrew accent, while gargling the R in Yerushalayim, I said, 

Ani meh Yerushalayim.  
I come from Jerusalem. 

She continued,

Where exactly do you come from?

If I answered with “East Jerusalem,” it would be assumed I was an 
Arab. And if I answered with “West Jerusalem,” they would suspect 
I was Jewish. I replied,

Antonia Street, 
The Old City. 

She checked my passport, but my place of origin was still not clear 
to her. She asked me for my father’s name,

Emile.
Your mother’s?
Espérance.
Your grandfather’s?
Antone.
What is the origin of the name Sabella?
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Sicilian.

Do you celebrate Hanukkah?
Why not.

Do you celebrate Christmas?
Sure.

She was hesitant to ask if I was an Arab or Palestinian Arab. To 
speed things up, I told her I came from Jerusalem. The Arab one. All 
I wanted was to board the plane and close my eyes. 

What is your occupation?
Artist. 
I also work as a photographer for the UN. 

I showed her my press card. 

Where were you before you arrived at the airport?

I couldn’t tell her I had just been kidnapped in Gaza. She would 
consider it a security threat and definitely not allow me to board 
the plane. 

In Jerusalem. 

And why are you going to Switzerland?
To have a holiday with my wife and daughter. 
My wife is Swiss.

Why are you traveling alone?
Why do you work for the UN?
Have you traveled to Gaza with the UN?
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Why do you live in Jerusalem?
Why don’t you live in Switzerland?
When did your family settle in Jerusalem?

Why is your name Steve?

The questions were endless, and the first security guard was replaced 
by a second, and the second by a third, until the chief of security was 
called. I kept repeating the same narrative. Again and again. I had to 
be consistent and not make any mistakes.

Listen to me. This is my story. No matter how long you inter-
rogate me, it will not change. Either you let me go home to 
Jerusalem, or you let me board the flight to Switzerland. 
Let’s get this over with. 

They gave in, allowed me to board after a conspicuous bag check and 
a full body search, escorted me to the plane like a VIP, and finally left 
me. I found my seat, sat down, and leaned back to close my eyes for 
the first time in two days. But every time I heard the click of a seatbelt, 
I woke up startled—it sounded like the cocking of the kidnappers’ 
guns.

I opened my restless eyes and spotted a man watching me. 
He was black, and I imagined for a moment that he was the man 
the kidnappers released that morning. When he noticed that I spot-
ted him, he unbuckled his seatbelt, walked over, and sat down 
on the aisle seat next to me. He spread open a newspaper and 
pointed to a photograph, 

Is this you?

It showed a woman and me with guns and masks all around us. The  
bold title read, “UN Workers Freed in Gaza.” I fell into my seat and 
said, 
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Sometimes, the answer is right there in front of you!

Up in the air, I traveled to the time I went skydiving in Haifa. On 
the tarmac, the plane looked like it hadn’t flown since the 1967 
War. After takeoff, the engine roared as if it could fail any second, 
wildly shaking as it reached the sky. When the time had come, I 
unbuckled my seatbelt and leaned out of the open door against the 
rushing wind. With little thought, I did it. I let go. I was flying in 
the air. I felt light, less burdened by what was happening below. I 
felt identity-less, free from all the labels and classifications, free 
from racism and discrimination. Free from the Israeli Occupation 
I was born into. 

But I didn’t open the parachute. I was in a tandem jump, 
attached to an Israeli. Over the years, I have come to see this 
situation in the air as a metaphor for what it means to be a Pal-
estinian born under Israeli Occupation. Life under Occupation is 
like the reality of a Palestinian attached to an Israeli in a tandem 
jump. There is an Israeli on the back of every Palestinian, con-
trolling all aspects of life—the Israeli is always in control. This 
impossible reality places the Palestinian under constant threat, in 
a never-ending hostage situation. 

On the ground, I struggled with paralyzing depression that sank 
to new lows year after year. But I knew my journey would have to be 
one of self-interrogation and liberation. With the speed of the fall, I 
felt Francesca’s presence. Over the years, we had built our own world, 
rooted only in our imagination.
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Let me take you back to 1996, when I sat alone in the back corner 
of Abu Shanab, a bustling hangout in the Old City of Jerusalem. I 
was only twenty. The First Intifada had ended three years earlier, but 
I was still tormented by severe episodes of depression, like after-
shocks following an earthquake. Suddenly, my eyes caught sight of 
a face shining ethereally under a table lamp. Her bright face, blue 
eyes, and delicate lips, as though painted by a master, were shad-
owed by her long black hair. She was a sign from the universe. And 
I knew that my mission was to be with her. 

Captured, I watched her, drowning in my own silence, 
mesmerized by never-fading beauty. And when the man next to 
her left, I snuck out and entered again. I sat down next to her 
and straight opened a box, pulling out black-and-white photo-
graphs I had just exposed in the darkroom. I leafed through them 
to capture her attention. She leaned over to look at the images. 
Her perfume was magnetic. I inhaled deeply, and its breeze of 
dewberries became locked in me forever. This dewberry never set 
me free. And when she looked into what I was searching for, my 
first words to her were,

A moment of truth.

To my surprise, she didn’t turn away. She asked me what I meant, 
and I continued, 

I’m tired of playing games. Why can’t people drop their masks?

We talked, and the heavy conversation turned into a light one, where 
nothing mattered. Francesca was different. She didn’t confront me 
with the origin of my name, ask whether I had changed it, or try to 
figure out my real name at birth. Those questions irritated me. They 
usually transpired within seconds of a first encounter, but when I  
asked people to name three typical Palestinian names, most realized 
the inanity of their questions.
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The more I observed Francesca, the more I was falling in love with 
her. But how could I give her my phone number without coming on 
too strong? I hid my anxiety and left it for the universe to play its 
part. I said,

Here’s my phone number. 
It’s my age seven years from now, followed by the unlucky 
number, and the year I was born. 

Francesca never called.

Two weeks later, I was standing in front of Café Rimon, waiting for a 
Spanish girl who had just immigrated to Israel. It was our first date. I 
couldn’t help but wonder what the point was. I didn’t speak Spanish; 
she didn’t speak English and hadn’t yet learned Hebrew. Perhaps I 
preferred to date girls who couldn’t ask me where I came from, about 
my name or religion. Such were my thoughts as I hid from the rain 
under an awning when I saw Francesca hurry by under an umbrella. 
I called out to her,

Francesca!

Hey!
What are you doing here?

I’m just waiting for a friend.

How are you feeling?
 
I guess I’m on the wrong train, heading in the wrong direction.  
I’m stuck. Trapped.
 
Give me your hand. Let’s jump onto another train.
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I grabbed her hand, and we jumped. Over the years, I was drunk 
on the dewberry perfume my lips had wiped off her body. I was 
afflicted by a most beautiful curse. This curse still inflames my 
imagination. I called her Bombina with an O! She looked like 
Snow White, hiding in time. Once, a five-year-old-boy found her, 
and he couldn’t wait to tell his mother that he had spotted Snow 
White. 

Francesca was born in Switzerland. Three days before she 
came to Jerusalem to live with me, I flew to Bern to surprise her on 
her last day of work. I set up my tripod at her bus stop with a red rose. 
She walked down the dark street, saw it, and sat down on the empty 
bench on the other side of the bus shelter from where I was hiding. 
After a few tense minutes, the bus arrived, and just as she stepped 
in, I grabbed her hand from behind, pulling her close to me, and 
whispered,

Tonight you’re not going home alone!

Francesca didn’t stop laughing. On the bus, I gave her a black-and-
white photograph I had created a few years earlier. Two hands and 
arms extend parallel to each other towards the sky, mirroring a plant 
stretching towards the light. Plant and arm merge and fade into each 
other. An accidental double exposure created by improperly rolling 
the film caused the effect. Over time, I learned that what happens by 
mistake bears meaning. With one arm around her, I read the words 
I had written under the image: 

This is the World I am Looking for
A World of Love, Peace, and Serenity 
This is How I Want to Live and
This is How I Love You

Francesca wore a silver ring compelling anyone who caught sight 
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of it to remark on its exceptional presence. It was set with dark Bor-
deaux stone that stood out from the finger like a round Queen’s sig-
net ring. When I slipped it on my finger, I felt connected—it was a 
cosmic match. Francesca instantly said,

We will wear the same ring. I will find another one for you.

She had found hers at Grass, a jewelry store on Ben Yehuda Street. We 
walked in, and I asked the shopkeeper if she had another one by any 
chance. She barely glanced at the ring before saying “no” in harsh, 
accented Hebrew. I was taken aback by her attitude. Two months later, 
we checked again. She remembered us. While Francesca showed her 
the ring again, I said,

Shalom. Did the goldsmith, by any chance, make another ring?

With a brusque attitude, she replied,

Amarti lecha sheh lo. En li.
I told you before that I don’t have it. No.

It was infuriating, but we went back once more. This time, I interrupted 
her before she uttered a word,

Listen to me. Every time I come here, you say no. But do you 
know what bothers me? You have never really looked for it. 
Please look in the drawers. You have nothing to lose.

She murmured a few words in Hebrew, started looking, and 
opened various drawers. Shortly after, her head emerged from 
behind the messy counter. Shining between her fingers was Fran-
cesca’s ring. I knew I was the one meant to wear it. But what I 
didn’t know then was that over the years, many forces would seek  



24 24

to separate us.
*

My first trip outside Jerusalem was planned when I was twelve. I was 
going to live with an American host family from Connecticut for six 
months, or even longer. A break meant to be an escape. My parents felt 
that the distance would lighten the dark depression I had fallen into 
since the beginning of the First Intifada in 1987 that locked us in our 
homes. It took me twenty years to find a close description of what I 
felt back then. It hit me while watching the film, The Diving Bell and 
the Butterfly, whose protagonist suffered from locked-in syndrome. 
I, too, had been entrapped, isolated, in endless dialogue with the
voices of the self.

I was able to move my body, but it never moved forward. 
I was able to move my eyes, but they only saw death. 
I was able to hear, but all I wanted was not to hear the sound 
of bullets and tear gas every day. 
I felt the weather change, but my skin grew pallid from sitting 
in my own darkness. 
My home became my prison.

As a twelve-year-old, I was aware that I belonged to a country that 
was not a country but a land occupied by Israel called Palestine. 
For the first time, I could see the enormous effort required to break 
free from the military occupation on the ground, and later from the 
Israeli colonization of my imagination.

I was impatient. I wanted the conflict to end quickly. It par-
alyzed me. Suffocated me. I had made plans for my future before 
the First Intifada, but the Occupation crippled life. The dream of 
promised peace that never came exhausted me. I understood then, 
as clearly as I do today, the impossible reality on the ground and 
its injustices justified by toxic amounts of ideology. At times, the 
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exertion I needed to liberate myself took over me. Once, it found 
me on the highest ledge of our house in the Old City. While my eyes 
were drowning in the night sky, contemplating jumping from the 
roof, I heard my mother shouting hysterically from down below. 
I did not kill myself. Was it because I loved my mother, or was it 
because of a belief that someone in the sky was watching over me? 
Perhaps a bit of both. 

When the First Intifada erupted, and the uprisings hit Jeru-
salem, Palestinians often threw resistance pamphlets over the 
Old City’s historic wall, flying into my school’s courtyard. They 
contained patriotic phrases and a list of rules imposed on every-
one living in occupied Palestine. They also ordered all schools 
in Arab Jerusalem to close at midday. To compensate for the lost 
hours, schools started at 6:30 a.m., which was the worst in winter, 
when the house was freezing and the sky still dark. My classmates 
from Ramallah, fifteen kilometers from Jerusalem, had to wake up 
as early as five o’clock. Victor, my best friend, often fell asleep 
during class. When we were little, we held hands during some of 
the breaks. One summer, he opened the cover of the water tank 
on the roof of his building. He took off his shoes and shirt and 
jumped through the narrow opening into the water. All I could see 
was his short spiky hair. After a few seconds, he emerged with a 
cheeky smile. A few years ago, I heard that Victor ended up in a 
mental institution.

One day, a sixteen-year-old boy I knew from my school was 
killed by the Israeli army, the first person to die in Jerusalem during 
the Intifada. His name was Nidal il Rabady, an Arabic name that 
means “struggle.” Nidal came from a Christian family that lived 
between the Christian and Muslim quarters. He was shot while rid-
ing his bicycle back home. Like many of my classmates, I attended 
the funeral at his house. This was my first encounter with death. I 
was thirteen. The room was packed, and Nidal’s coffin stood in the 
center. There were two candles placed above his head. He lay in a 
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black coffin, which seemed suspended in air, surrounded by wailing 
women wrapped in black. I couldn’t see his face. I took a step closer 
to his mother. My body still holds her grief and recalls her face swol-
len from countless tears. She kept touching his face. But Nidal was 
pale, frozen, wearing a suit that did not fit him. A morbid scene that 
unsettled my bond with life. I stared at Nidal and said a few words, 
and I left.

People die in wars, and in all wars, at one point, the ene-
mies sit down and make peace possible. There is something distinct 
about the way Israelis perceive peace. I understand this because I 
have lived with Israelis like an Israeli. Israelis prefer revenge, to 
see their enemy defeated first, dead, rather than find novel ways to 
live in peace.

When a Palestinian was killed, people in Jerusalem and other 
Palestinian cities would mourn and strike for three whole days, 
closing all shops, schools, and institutions. Once, my school’s doors 
were shut for three consecutive months to satisfy the agreed-upon 
three days of mourning per death. 

This was when Brother Robert Wise volunteered to come to our 
house daily to teach me and my brother Peter physics, math, computer 
science, and chemistry. He was a scientist, a visionary at my school, 
Collège des Frères, and a dear family friend, who closely followed my 
progress. Wise wore the traditional black dress of the brothers with the 
white-collar. He suffered from an eye problem, incessantly wiping his 
leaking ducts with delicate cotton. I now see him as my first mentor, 
as someone who was able to see the light in me when I jumped into 
my total darkness. 

He founded the computer department in my school when com-
puters had just been launched into the world, teaching students BASIC 
and KOBOL languages. Wise later appointed my brother Fredo to run 
the department until he enrolled in an American University to study 
computer science to pursue his dreams. My first personal home com-
puters, a Radioshack and a Commodore, were a gift from Wise who 
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taught me how to program, design, and construct an alternate reality 
on his daily visits to the darkest room in our Old City house, without 
any windows, which he turned into a thinking lab. I found the com-
puter syntax or codes easy to put together to make simple games and 
build software programs to calculate equations. He was intrigued by 
how I looked at problems, not magnifying them but looking at their 
many possible solutions. 

I had many questions to ask him, and one day he gave me a 
book from the school’s library with the title Ask Me Why. He said to 
me once,

You can change the world. 

When I asked him how, he said,

Ask yourself how.

As a chemist, Wise allowed me to do some experiments with him. His 
clothes carried chemical smells, smells that one can never forget. I 
listened to him, yet Wise rarely gave me straight answers. He encour-
aged me to think more, to search, and to observe. On one of my spe-
cial days, I asked him what happens to a mouse inside a vacuum. He 
brought over a mouse in a cage and locked it in a vacuum container. 
I grabbed the handle and did not hesitate to suck the air out. When 
the mouse seemed drowsy, Wise stopped me, took the mouse in both 
hands, and freed it in the yard. Feeling guilty, I followed to see if it 
survived. As the mouse sought refuge, a cat sprinted and grabbed it 
by its tail.

The first documentary on my life, possibly during my teenage 
years, was through Robert Wise by an American production company 
that aired the feature in the United States. They filmed me walking 
in the Old City, speaking on my school’s rooftop, and on the stairs 
next to the lemon tree in our house, after my seven siblings and I did 
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a musical performance, as we all played instruments. Wise knew the 
harsh effect the Intifada had on me, and it distraught him seeing my 
potential and future collapse. To help, he convinced my parents to 
send me to an American family in Connecticut for six months at the 
age of twelve, a form of adoption. When the situation drastically dete-
riorated, Wise put me on a plane to New York to meet the Larkins to 
live in Connecticut. He even introduced me to Yale University so that 
I kept my eyes open. 

My eldest brother, Tony, who had fallen in love with an 
American girl named Suny during his studies in France accompa-
nied me. After they had finished their master’s programs, she settled 
in Colorado to live with her parents. His heart was broken, and 
he told me on the plane that he was hoping a surprise visit would 
bring them back together. As the plane approached New York, I kept 
repeating to Tony that I wanted to be the first in our family to step 
onto American soil. As I took the first step, I was ecstatic about the 
symbolic victory. 

We picked up our bags, passed through security, and saw the 
Larkins holding a sign with my name on it. Before I knew it, Tony 
was gone. With their two kids in the car, the family overwhelmed 
me with stereotypes I had no power to deal with. Mrs. Larkin said,

I’m sure Steve hasn’t seen traffic before.

Given that the Larkins had visited Jerusalem over ten times, her 
remark surprised me, and I replied that traffic in Jerusalem seemed 
to be as bad as in New York. She offered me ice cream while gestur-
ing with her hands and tongue to make sure I got what it was for. I 
already spoke English well, and I had eaten ice cream before. When 
Mrs. Larkin showed me where I would sleep. She pointed to a bed 
and remarked that people slept on beds in America. Her assumption 
that we slept on the floor at home, or perhaps in a tent, irritated me. 
I had never slept in a tent before, not even at summer camps. But 
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maybe she guessed I came from a refugee camp. Israel had displaced 
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians in 1948. And again in 1967. 
In the beginning, most refugees lived in tents, believing that in a 
few days, or weeks, they could return home. Israel denied them the 
Right of Return. Today, the number of registered refugees is over 
seven million. Standing in front of the bed, I wanted to clarify that I 
was not a refugee. I was still living at home, and I could return there 
whenever I wanted. The Larkins did not recognize that I wasn’t a 
child deprived of a bed or ice cream, but a child whose freedom did 
not exist and was traumatized. Within two weeks, I wanted to run 
away—back to Jerusalem. I preferred the pain of living in Jerusalem 
with my family during the raging war than to suffer in a family I 
had nothing in common with. Then, it all ended when Mrs. Larkin 
announced that she had found me a place in an all-boys school. I 
protested,

Call Tony.

They did. I told Tony, 

Come take me home. Now!

I had just run away from Jerusalem. The last thing I expected to con-
front in America was more segregation, judgment, and control. On 
the way to LaGuardia Airport, and after learning that Tony’s mission 
with Suny had failed, I caught sight of the Statue of Liberty. As I 
looked at the torch in the sky, I understood that real freedom is felt, 
not just a scene. Its essence is beyond all symbols. In America, I 
became more suspicious of the power embedded in images. 

Upon returning home, I was relieved when I saw the lemon 
and grapevine trees in the open courtyard of our house in the Old 
City. I looked for my parents on the upper terrace and saw them 
putting brown paper bags around the grape clusters to protect 
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against bees. I rushed up the steps to hug them. As I fell into my 
mother’s arms, I saw a snake’s head crawling out. I screamed 
and ran to my father. He grabbed a stick and ferociously slashed 
the bag, beating the hanging grapes, which burst and splashed 
on my face. The terrified snake spiraled through the air, and as 
he tried to grab it, the snake lunged towards my father and was 
brutally killed.

The grapevine tree grew from a thick trunk that split into 
two long branches. One extended to an upper terrace, and the other 
grew towards the terrace on the opposite side of the house. The 
grapevine shared barely one square meter of soil with the lemon 
tree. These two trees looked ancient, but every year, they raised 
clusters of grapes and grapefruit-sized lemons. In springtime, the 
neighborhood air became infused with lemon blossom fragrance. 
I loved the lemon tree, how it flourished in the center of the 
house, able to survive in hardly any soil. I assumed the lemon tree 
thrived because its roots grew deep into the ground, so deep, they 
might have reached the water of our deserted house well. I was 
too scared to look into the well to see how far it descended into 
its own darkness. But one day, I did shine a flashlight inside. Its 
shaft looked endless, and its stone walls were covered by a mesh 
of roots, some protruding into the air. The roots never touched the 
water and seemed to absorb the humidity in the air. I became its 
caretaker. Once, my brothers and I accidentally bruised its trunk. 
I turned to Mother Veronica, a relative of my mother’s who had 
been confined to live in a Russian Orthodox monastery at the age 
of five. She became a nun and has lived there ever since. Her 
hobby was gardening, and the convent allocated Veronica a piece 
of land, where I often helped plow its soil and plant flowers. She 
explained to me, 

Take from its soil,
make mud with water,


