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Introduction

When I began looking for stories for this anthology, I had a number of aims and expectations. I wanted to include stories by some of the most distinguished and established Palestinian writers, but hoped to find younger, emerging voices as well. I also felt it was important not only to look for writers in Palestine but in the diaspora too. Since the creation of Israel in 1948, displacement has been the defining event of modern Palestinian life, and I wanted the spread of writers to reflect that reality. The authors’ addresses range from Texas to Ramallah. Some of them write in English and some in Arabic; some of them were children when the first intifada began and others are old enough to remember Palestine under the British Mandate; some have grown up under the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, while others have spent their lives wandering from one country to another. It is no coincidence that a number of the stories are about journeys. Most of the contributions are contemporary; many appear here in English for the first time; and some have been written specially for the anthology. I have also included a couple of stories by writers who are no longer alive – Samira Azzam and Nuha Samara. Although an anthology of this size cannot be comprehensive, I did not want to restrict the scope just to the present day. Azzam, who died in 1967, was a seminal author of her time and one of the first notable modern Palestinian short story writers. Nuha Samara was one of a group of Beirut authors whose response to the devastation of the Lebanese civil war left its mark on a generation of politically engaged writers.1

The celebrated poet and critic Salma Khadra Jayyusi believes that the great modern Palestinian novel has yet to be written – a narrative that will transform the extreme crisis of the past years into epic literature.2 Yet it is possible that the short story is currently the more appealing medium of literary expression. The novelist Liana Badr has taken to writing short stories since she returned to Palestine in 1994 after the Oslo Accords, because she feels that the atmosphere is not conducive to writing novels. I have certainly been struck by the many fragmentary, abbreviated pieces I have seen – particularly by younger writers based in Palestine – in my search for stories. Although it may be part of a wider fashion for very short short stories, it could also be a literary reflection of the impact of the second intifada and its aftermath. Whatever the reasons, short stories are one of the most popular forms in Palestinian literature. There is also far more opportunity for young, unknown Palestinian writers to get their stories published than there is for young European or American writers, as Palestinian newspapers regularly publish short stories and there are also a number of well-respected journals and publishing houses bringing out Arabic literature in the West Bank and Israel.

Little Palestinian fiction breaks through into the international mainstream – with a few notable exceptions such as Liana Badr and Laila al-Atrash, both included in this anthology. Over the past few years there has however been an increasing appetite for Palestinian memoir – part of the general trend in publishing for confessional, autobiographical literature. Some of these memoirs deserve to become classics, for instance Mourid Barghouti’s lyrical expression of exile and return, I Saw Ramallah, and Suad Amiry’s Sharon and my Mother-in-law, a surreal and even comic narrative of life in the West Bank. Both of these memoirs bear powerful testimony to the impact of displacement and occupation on Palestinian lives, but there is also a danger that, so long as the world outside limits its interest to factual accounts, then Palestinians will only ever be viewed in terms of the conflict, while culture, the wider society, remains unseen. This anthology then is a chance to engage with a broader perspective – through the literary imagination.

Some of the stories spring directly from current, political realities. Raeda Taha’s ‘A Single Metre’ and Liana Badr’s ‘Other Cities’ both deal with what has become one of the most pervasive features of Palestinian life – the checkpoint. Checkpoints not only control Palestinians’ freedom of movement from the West Bank and Gaza into Israel, they litter the Palestinian landscape, separating one community from another. Both stories give vivid accounts – and very different treatments – of how checkpoints can turn a routine journey into a Kafkaesque nightmare. Raeda Taha’s story is a black comedy, which playfully leaves the reader in the same state of suspended animation as the narrator. Liana Badr’s story follows a woman on a nerve-racking journey from Hebron to Ramallah. The detail of the narrative lays bare an impossible bureaucracy. She does not have identity papers and therefore cannot travel to the next town without risking deportation. From her position of extreme powerlessness she ultimately shows great courage and unwittingly engineers a moment of epiphany for an Israeli soldier. Badr’s novels are usually based on documentary fact and extensive research. Her best-known works, including A Balcony over the Fakihani and The Eye of the Mirror, are set in Lebanon and she has been described as a chronicler of the diaspora.3 This story marks a new phase in her writing since her return to Palestine, but her methods of approach remain the same, grounding her narrative in fact.

The experience of crossing a border or checkpoint is the moment at which what it means to be Palestinian is perhaps brought into sharpest relief. ‘What nationality did we want to be? Who was whose enemy? Who were we?’ asks Selma Dabbagh’s narrator in ‘Me (the Bitch) and Bustanji’ as she listens to her father and his friend discuss whether they have the right papers to leave Kuwait on the eve of the first Gulf War. In both Dabbagh’s story and in Randa Jarrar’s ‘Barefoot Bridge’ the tension of crossing a border is diffused with comedy. In Dabbagh’s story the border guard is distracted from noticing that the papers are out of date at a critical moment when he is told that one of the passengers is suffering from arthritis – in her nose. Jarrar’s young narrator watches all the women being strip-searched at Allenby Bridge by Israeli soldiers and is mystified when they are all made to remove their shoes. ‘First my land, now my Guccis. God damn it,’ snarls a woman after accusing the soldiers of stealing her sandals. Shoes, by the way, make an intriguing, repeated appearance in this anthology as objects of both humiliation and freedom. In Huzama Habayeb’s ‘A Thread Snaps’ Nuwwar is a Palestinian Cinderella who has to clean the slippers of the entire household. She hides one slipper in the porch to give her a pretext to go outside again later and catch a glimpse of the man she loves. Nibal Thawabteh devotes her whole story to shoes in an ironic hymn of liberation.

The impact of war and violence on individual lives is movingly explored in a number of stories which I have grouped together, as they echo and illuminate one another. Jean Said Makdisi’s well-to-do narrator finds herself confronted on the streets of Beirut by a woman who lives in the refugee camps and who has suffered like Hecuba – her sons are dead, her husband is dead, her daughters are gone. Faced with the stoicism of this living Greek tragedy, the narrator finds herself disintegrating. It is a haunting psychological study of grief and guilt. Nuha Samara’s protagonist is similarly forced to confront his position of privilege when he discovers that his closest friend is a militia fighter. Both of these stories vividly evoke a traumatic period in recent Middle Eastern history, the Lebanese civil war, and explore the moral choices faced by its victims and participants. Samia, in Makdisi’s story, is the widow of a shaheed, a martyr, who has died fighting in the war. Dependent on the Palestine Liberation Organisation for her livelihood, she becomes destitute once Yasser Arafat leaves Beirut for Tunis. Only the Islamic groups provide her with any welfare; so she adopts the veil as a matter of expediency. It is a revealing momentary glimpse into the future – the rise of Islamic influence and the decline of secular nationalism.

Donia ElAmal Ismaeel’s quietly ironic story ‘Dates and Bitter Coffee’ brings the theme of martyrdom, resistance and loss up to date. A distraught mother and father discover that their son has died fighting the Israelis. He also becomes a shaheed and his parents suddenly find themselves caught up in the machinery of martyrdom as Islamic Jihad takes over their neighbourhood: ‘His son’s mourning ceremony … had been transformed in the blink of an eye into a poster, a microphone and a death notice in a newspaper he never read.’ Dates and bitter coffee are served as part of the ritual of mourning.

The politics of being Palestinian runs through most of the stories. Even in Adania Shibli’s story of the breakdown of a relationship, which is about an anonymous young couple (we don’t know who they are or where they are from) when we are suddenly told that they met each other at the anniversary of the Nakba (‘the catastrophe’, the Palestinian term for the loss of Palestine in 1948) they immediately have a political identity. There is also a sense that the anniversary of the Nakba might not be the most auspicious start to a romantic relationship. Yet national politics actually features far less than I expected in the anthology. When I began looking for stories I certainly imagined it would dominate and was especially interested to see how the fall-out of the second intifada would find expression in fiction, but once the anthology was near completion I began to see other themes emerging more strongly – even if they are often intertwined with the politics of identity.

The most recurrent theme is loss of innocence. A number of stories are written from the perspective of a child or an adolescent who goes through a rite of passage. In Selma Dabbagh’s ‘Me (the Bitch) and Bustanji’, a bored teenager spends an idle summer in Kuwait, writing her diary and spying on her mysterious neighbour. The uneventful holiday becomes dramatic – and ultimately tragic – when Saddam Hussein invades. It is a beautifully observed story which touches on a now largely forgotten calamity – the expulsion of the Palestinian population from Kuwait after the first Gulf War, in revenge for Yasser Arafat’s support for Saddam Hussein.

The freshness of a child’s or adolescent’s viewpoint strips the most well-established political terms of their familiarity – and the reader of their prejudice. ‘We’re on our way to Palestine, which Baba calls the bank – el daffa …’ begins Randa Jarrar’s story ‘Barefoot Bridge’. ‘On the airplane I take out a map from the pocket in the seat in front of me, and on it Palestine is the country stuck next to Egypt, so I ask Baba, “Why can’t we just drive there, or take a plane straight there?”…’ For one exceptional moment, we don’t know where we are. Jarrar manages to make us see the territory as if for the first time, without any preconceptions, and question the absurdity of a situation which the outside world has almost come to take for granted.

By contrast to Jarrar’s getting of wisdom, Basima Takrouri’s story depicts a carefree Jerusalem childhood, where the greatest fear is getting into trouble with the neighbours. The story has a folkloric quality of timelessness. Only the title (‘Tales from the Azzinar Quarter, 1984–1987’) suggests that this is in fact a shortlived age of innocence, on the eve of the first intifada.

There is also a poignant sexual innocence in some of the stories. Laila al-Atrash’s little boy in ‘The Letter’ is a Palestinian version of the child in L.P. Hartley’s The Go-Between – exploited by the illiterate neighbour he has fallen in love with, he ends up utterly disillusioned with the adult world. In Huzama Habayeb’s ‘A Thread Snaps’, which is set in a Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan, Nuwwar is the drudge of the household, who finds comfort and refuge as she discovers the sensuality of her own body. When Habayeb’s story was first published in the journal Al Katiba the entire issue was banned in Jordan because of her story. When it then appeared in 2001 in her collection of short stories, Layl Ahla, the book was also banned in Jordan. It is a sharp reminder of the censorship which writers in the Arab world may face, and baffling when one considers the subtlety and lyricism of an exceptional story. Nuwwar has neither the vocabulary nor the experience to describe what she is feeling. The pleasure she experiences from her body is almost a happy by-product of the semi-slavery of her domestic chores. Water pours through the narrative as she cleans the house, does the laundry, scrubs her father’s feet – and water is her escape into reverie as it trickles between her legs.

The experience of being a woman in Arab society preoccupies almost every writer in this anthology. There is a strong tradition of feminism and political engagement amongst female Palestinian writers. Liana Badr once said that her struggle for emancipation as a Palestinian was inseparable from her struggle for liberation as a woman4 – ‘neither of them is valid without the other’ – and the same concerns emerge in the work of Samira Azzam, who was writing in the fifties and sixties. The tone of Azzam’s stories feels quite dated now, but the one I have included here is quite daring for its time. It is the story of a woman who is explaining to her brother how she fell into prostitution. She is in fact pleading for her life: her brother has come to kill her. Although the style of the story is almost operatic in its melodrama, its preoccupation with sexual propriety and independence remains utterly contemporary, two generations later.

When Maryam runs off with her taxi driver lover in Laila al-Atrash’s ‘The Letter’ the men in her family threaten to kill her. Her young admirer, Saad, has nightmares at the prospect of her murder. In Liana Badr’s story Umm Hasan lives under the control of her husband. Her journey to Ramallah is as much a challenge to his authority as it is to the Israelis. In Huzama Habayeb’s ‘A Thread Snaps’, Nuwwar’s only hope of escape from the domestic drudgery of her parents’ household is to find a husband. Yet many of the young, unmarried women in these stories do have more choices than Samira Azzam’s prostitute and they tackle inequality with humour, irony and rebellion. Selma Dabbagh’s narrator calls herself ‘the Bitch’ in ironic reference to the verbal abuse she receives from men (and women) in the streets of Kuwait. Nibal Thawabteh makes a mock heroic cry of freedom when she discovers that she has been wearing shoes one size too small all her life and realises that she has been attempting to conform to her society’s ideal of femininity. Nathalie Handal’s teenage romantic is shocked by the double standards of her culture, when she discovers pornographic magazines in her uncle’s drawer, hidden beneath a symbol of Palestinian nationalism, a kuffiyeh scarf, and makes her protest in an act of sexual defiance.

Although traditional society still looms large, there is affection as well as frustration at its hold. In a charming scene Randa Jarrar’s young narrator listens to her grandmother’s tales and then hears her stories of courtship. Later, her father tells her how he saw his sisters being married off as if going to their execution. He wants his daughter to escape that fate, just as he managed to escape the limitations of his background through education. That tension between the old world and the new world, between the diaspora and those who live in Palestine, is also explored in Naomi Shihab Nye’s ‘Local Hospitality’, when a young couple visit from America and find themselves caught up in competitive family entertaining.

It has been a great privilege working on this anthology. There is a particular responsibility, as an outsider, in representing writers from another culture, particularly when it is a culture that continues to be at the eye of a political storm. Throughout the process of editing, I have been aware of the many expectations which exist of Palestinian writers – above all the expectation that their writing will, or should, in some way address the Palestinian condition. One of the few stories in the anthology without any references to Palestinian culture or society, ‘At the Hospital’, is by a writer from Gaza, Samah al-Shaykh. Considering where she comes from and in the context of the other stories, it is immediately tempting to read her dreamlike piece as a metaphor, but it could equally be no more than the sum of its narrative – a response to a surreal experience everyone will understand, waiting in a hospital. In my conversations with some of the writers who have contributed to the anthology, it is clear that there is a desire to resist being typecast. One contributor commented that being Palestinian does not mean she is obliged to write about Palestinian issues. More than one writer has told me that they wished to escape the cliché within Arabic literature of portraying Palestinians as heroes. Some would prefer not to have their work categorised by gender or nationality at all. Nevertheless, although the writers come from around the world, are from different generations and have been shaped by a variety of influences, they do share preoccupations which may come from a common cultural heritage and consciousness as Palestinians. The many themes which have emerged, from the unexpected motif of shoes, to the less surprising refrain of borders, has given the anthology an additional coherence. I hope that it will be an engaging read.

Jo Glanville
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Glossary



	Abaya

	gown which covers the body from neck to foot, worn by women in some parts of the Muslim world




	 




	Ammo

	uncle




	 




	Arguileh

	water-filtered smoking pipe




	 




	Dish dasha

	traditional Arab robe (usually white) worn by men in the Arab world, particularly in the Gulf region




	 




	Fateha

	opening chapter of the Quran




	 




	Fedayeen

	freedom fighters




	 




	Hashem

	God (Hebrew)




	 




	Hebron

	West Bank town, where Israeli settlers live in the midst of the Palestinian majority population. It was the first town to be occupied by settlers after the Six Day War




	 




	Kaffik

	high five




	 




	Kiryat Arba

	Israeli settlement outside Hebron




	 




	Kuffiyeh

	Palestinian scarf




	 




	Laysh

	why




	 




	Ma zeh?

	what’s this? (Hebrew)




	 




	Mabrouk

	congratulations (Alf mabrouk a thousand congratulations)




	 




	Muqata’a

	headquarters of the late Yasser Arafat in Ramallah




	 




	Purim

	a Jewish festival, celebrated in a fancy dress carnival




	 




	Qais and Laila

	the Romeo and Juliet of the Muslim world. Qais was driven mad by his love for Laila




	 




	Qalandia

	Israeli checkpoint between Jerusalem and Ramallah




	 




	Shaheed

	martyr




	 




	Shish barak

	meat dumplings in yoghurt sauce




	 




	Souk

	market




	 




	Sura

	chapter in the Quran




	 




	Tawoule

	backgammon




	 




	UNWRA

	United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees, set up in 1949




	 




	Ya habibi

	darling




	 




	Yia Yia

	grandmother (Greek)






RANDA JARRAR

Barefoot Bridge

We’re on our way to Palestine, which Baba calls the bank – el daffa – to bury my Baba’s baba.

We have to fly to Jordan, and then drive to this daffa and cross a bridge. On the airplane I take out a map from the pocket in the seat in front of me, and on it Palestine is the country stuck to Egypt, so I ask Baba, ‘Why can’t we just drive there, or take a plane straight there?’ He tells me to be quiet and fasten my seat belt before the stewardess comes and kicks me off the plane. I remember that his Baba died and I should really be quiet. I want to hold his finger like the times we walked along the beach next to our apartment, the mud squishing underneath our sandals, my hand wrapped around his hairy finger. When the plane is in the sky, my ears feel like there’s a person inside my head pulling at them with a string. Gamal must feel this way too because he’s crying and throwing a fit.

In Jordan we take a taxi from the airport to the border. Baba sits next to the driver and looks straight ahead. I look all around me, at the rocks sticking out of the mountains that fly past us and the sand and the green trees lining the road. We go down a mountain and my ears finally pop. I feel like we’re on a roller-coaster, except we have windows.

I ask Mama for some paper and a pen, and she fishes them out of her bag. I’d like to draw what I see: the leather in the taxi, the cucumber sandwich my brother half-ate, Baba’s stubble, the dried skin around his eyes, Mama’s lipstick-lined mouth, her face, the face of the rocks outside, the wind whipping in through the window. I realise I can’t draw all these things, so I make a list of them. I don’t write numbers or anything, just list the things I’d like to record. After I’m done, I give Mama the sheet of paper, and she folds it in half without looking at it. Now I wish the wind would whisk the list I made and place it in Baba’s lap. Then he’d open it up and read it, and he’d feel better. Mama brings out a brush from her giant purse, which holds five years’ worth of receipts and eyeliners, and she brushes my hair impatiently. I want to say, ‘Ouch! It’s not my fault Baba’s baba died,’ but I don’t. Mama’s coral lips twitch as she brushes. I want to make her lips transform into a smile. I’ll write funny lists for her. The taxi goes all the way down the mountain, the wind rustling through the glass and whipping through my hair and messing it up again.

The car slows down and everyone inside it seems nervous. I look ahead and see yellow and black stripes on something that looks like a gate, and there’s a soldier there dressed in green. My father gives him papers and the man lets us out. We sit with several other families on benches by the road. Mama and Baba don’t talk, and I just look at the soldier and his shiny rifle. We sit for a long time, then a bus pulls up next to us, and we are allowed to get on.

The bodies on the bus sway back and forth, and from where I’m sitting I can barely see the people’s faces. Their bodies look like the dresses and T-shirts I saw a few days ago hanging up on wires at the souk. Two women start talking about what village they’re from, and then they smile because they are distant relatives. The driver stops the bus at another yellow and black gate and steps out for a moment. I follow him with my eyes, and watch him get a cigarette from the soldier who is coming up the steps. The soldier inspects all our passports with a cigarette dangling out of his mouth. He never takes it off his lips. I think this is a neat trick, but I’m worried about the long piece of ash hanging from it.

When the soldier’s done looking at papers, the bus driver gets back into his seat and drives again. We approach a bridge and the driver tells us we can get off. I ask Baba if this is the bridge and he nods his head and pats my shoulder.

Where we get off, there are many soldiers, boy ones and girl ones, standing outside a grey building. I walk past a girl soldier and admire her, her long curly hair tied up in a ponytail. Inside, we stand in a line with our luggage. After maybe an hour they check our bags, dumping their contents onto the wooden counters, and ask us where we live. Baba answers them and they zip up the bags and keep them, telling us to sit down and await inspection. I ask Baba how long all this will take, and he says, ‘All day,’ and looks over at the soldier. It seems like he and the soldier are talking, but they’re not saying a word. I go to Mama and she lets me take Gamal from her so she can rest. He is heavy and I can feel him farting through his underwear.

After a while Mama, my brother, and I are separated from Baba. We have to go to an area off to the side of the building and take our shoes off. There are many other girls there, and they have their shoes off as well. There are women in pretty dresses, women in jeans, women in veils, women in short skirts, women in traditional dresses with gold bracelets lining their arms and blue tattoos on their chins, women with big bug-eye sunglasses and big purple tinted eyeglasses like Mama’s, women in khaki shorts and tank tops, all women with no shoes on. Barefoot. It’s hot now, the sun in the centre of the sky, and the roof of the building is made of metal.

The girl soldiers tell us to step into the makeshift corridors that separate into rooms resembling fitting closets at a store. The rooms are sealed off with cream-coloured fabric. Inside the room I take my dress off and stand in my white underwear and my pink undershirt. I’m almost naked, and barefoot. Mama takes off her skirt and blouse and is left in tight underwear that is meant to tuck her tummy in, and a see-through bra. She’s almost naked, and barefoot. The girl soldier, I notice, looks like a boy, and I would think she’s a boy if it weren’t for her chest. She runs a black machine over Mama’s body and I feel embarrassed for her, who’s naked in front of this rough-handed stranger. As though she’d heard my thought, the stranger brings the black machine over to my armpits and runs it all over my body. It feels like a black snake. Then Mama farts a huge silent fart that stinks up the fitting room and forces the soldier to leave for a few seconds.

We giggle and Mama says, ‘Kaffik’, and I give her five.

From the room next to ours we hear a girl soldier yell, ‘Ma zeh?’ and then another woman scream in Arabic. Then our soldier tells us to put our clothes on and goes outside to see what’s going on. I rush my dress on, step outside the small room and see the two soldiers looking at a big gold chain and speaking a language that sounds a lot like Arabic.

‘Eyfo? Where?’

‘Ba Kotex shela! Ken! In her Kotex! Yeah!’

The girl who’d hidden her gold chain in her Kotex stands next to them, her arms crossed over her chest. ‘I don’t have money to pay the tax!’ she tells them in Arabic. Mama comes out of the room and takes my hand.

We go and look for our shoes. They’re in a huge laundry bin in the centre of the bigger room. I ask Mama why they’re there, and she says the soldiers took them and X-ray-ed them to make sure we weren’t hiding anything in them.

‘Like what?’ I ask, dangling the top half of my body over the bin. I find cute flower sandals, brown shoes and pretty red heels, but not my shoes.

‘Like bombs,’ Mama says, inspecting her beige heels, ‘and grenades.’

‘But,’ I say, finding one shoe but not the other, ‘I thought grenades were bigger than a … shoe!’ At last I find the other one.

‘Hhhhm!’ exhales a woman in jeans and skinny glasses. ‘The girl’s got more sense than those blind ones!’

A few minutes later the entire bin is emptied, yet the woman in the jeans and the skinny glasses still hasn’t found her shoes.

‘You stole them!’ she says, pointing at a pretty girl soldier with braces on her teeth. The soldier laughs. ‘You bitch! You can’t take my shoes, you hear me? Walek, they’re mine!’

‘I didn’t take your dirty shoes. Now get back in line and get out.’

‘Who took them then? I put them in your goddamn bin and now, poof!’ she clicks her fingers. ‘Gone! Where are they?’

‘Only Hashem knows, lady! Now get in line!’

‘Bala hashem bala khara! Don’t give me that God shit! I want my shoes!’

‘Take them!’ the soldier screams, hurling the strappy sandals at her.

The girl lifts up her glasses and examines the heels. Apparently satisfied, she slips them on and, once outside, says, ‘First my land, now my Guccis! God damn it.’

We sit on a bench in the bright sun and search for Baba. In a little while he reappears and walks over to us with a bottle of water. I want to tell him stories about what just happened, but he says we have to be quiet in case they call our name so we can collect our bags and go. Mama hands me some cookies, which I inhale while black flies buzz around my face and eyes. All around us there are people, people hungry and tired, people waiting. Mama tries to talk to a woman next to her, but Mama’s Palestinian dialect is shabby, and the woman is a peasant. Mama tries the Egyptian dialect, and another woman tells her to keep talking ‘like a movie star’. Mama is embarrassed and stops talking altogether, which suits Baba just fine.

When the sun is half way down in the sky, a soldier yells out our name and Baba crosses the yard and gets our bags from him. We then look for a taxi to take us to Baba’s village, Jenin, and find a van full of people who are going there too. I sit on Mama’s lap this time, and Baba takes my sleeping brother. I watch the ponies as we drive by, the olive trees, the almond trees. I notice how neat the rows of trees are, small sprinklers shooting water at them, the green army jeeps that zoom past us, Baba’s face looking like the sliced rocks in the mountains on our left. I’m so tired; I close my eyes, smell the lemony air, and bury my head in his shirt.

***

Sitto and I sit in the kitchen in the house that my Baba built her and roll cabbage leaves with rice and meat and cumin and salt inside. Sitto looks like Baba, exactly like my Baba, except her hair is longer and she doesn’t scratch her omelets because she doesn’t have any. Her kitchen smells like farts because boiled cabbage releases the farts entrapped within the leaves by evil gassy trolls that comb the countryside. Sitto tells me the story about the two sisters, one poor and one rich. The poor one goes to the rich one’s house and the rich one’s stuffing cabbage leaves. The poor one craves some but the rich one’s a bitch and doesn’t offer her any, so she goes home and makes her own. The mayor comes to visit the poor one’s house for some reason, so she offers him cabbage and he accepts, but while she’s serving it she farts. She turns red and slaps her cheeks and wishes the earth would open up and swallow her, and it does. Underneath the earth she sees a nice town, people and carriages. She walks and bemoans her fate out loud. Suddenly she sees her fart sitting at a café drinking coffee and dressed very posh. She tells him he’s a bastard and why did he embarrass her so? He says he felt stuck inside her and wanted out. The people of the underground town harass him and tell him he needs to make it up to her, so he says, fine, every time you open your mouth gold will drip from it. She goes back up and the mayor is gone and her husband asks, where have you been wife? And she starts to explain but gold drips out of her mouth, and she becomes rich, and never wants for a thing again! And her rich bitch sister, she gets jealous and wants even more riches, so she emulates her sister and farts in front of the mayor when she has him over for stuffed cabbage and the earth swallows her up and she looks for her fart but everyone’s a bum in her underworld, everyone’s sad and impoverished, and when she finally finds her fart he starts cursing her and saying he felt so warm inside her why did she push him out? But she doesn’t get it and she asks him for gold and he tells her to get lost, the villagers expel her and she goes back to her world where the mayor is gone and the husband yells where were you no good wife? And she opens her mouth to explain but scorpions drop out of it and bite her all over until she dies. By the end of the tale all the cabbage rolls are stacked in the pot and Sitto puts the pot on the flame and says, ‘w-hay ihkayti haket-ha, w’aleki ramet-ha And that’s my tale, girl, I’ve told it, and to you, girl, I’ve thrown it.’

I wonder if I love Sitto because of her hikayyat khuraifiyeh, her tales. She tells me to remember the tales, and even though there are a lot of them – one about half a pomegranate, one about a girl who loses her slipper, one about a man with two wives – I do. She tells me that like her grandmother told her the tales and she tells them to me, I must one day tell my kids the tales when they visit me from afar. I want to tell the tales to everyone, and I wish I won’t ever have to have kids, but I don’t dare tell her that.

Back home, in Kuwait, when Baba got letters from his now-dead father, they would include a message from Sitto. My grandpa Sido would write the message for her, and her signature would be a little circle with her name inside it, because she can’t write. Baba explained to me that she used a ring. I never understood this, and thought the ring was the same as her wedding ring. But now, while we wait for the cabbage to cook, she asks me to write her daughter’s husband a letter about the white cheese crop. She dictates it to me. When I give her the paper so she can ‘sign’ it, she takes out her signing ring; it is not her wedding band at all. She dips it in ink and then smashes it onto the paper dramatically, winking at me. It occurs to me that Sitto doesn’t care that she can’t write, because she tells tales and winks and makes cheese.

In the afternoons of the forty-day funeral, for which we will only stay for three days, the women sit in a circle and tell stories about Sido, once in a while slapping their cheeks and rending their dresses. I slap my cheeks and try to rip my dress but Mama shoots me laser-looks and I stop. I just want to be like everyone else.

When I’m alone with Sitto again, I ask her how she met Sido. She laughs and laughs, even though I don’t think my question is funny.

‘He came to our house as a messenger for his father,’ she says. ‘You see, his father had come to visit us about the olive trees. I took his horse at the gate because the stable keeper was praying. Your great-grandfather was very taken with me, because even though I don’t have a lot of teeth now and I’m very fat, I was pretty in those days.’

‘You’re pretty, Sitto!’

‘God send away the devil! You liar!’ she pinches my cheek, hard. ‘Your great-grandfather sent your grandfather to come ask after me. He wanted to know if I was available for marriage. But when I saw grandfather, I wanted to be his wife. Like that, I don’t know why. He was very handsome in those days too, and not bald! Your grandfather asked if I was available for marriage, and I answered, yes, I am available to marry him. And I winked! Your grandfather understood, and forgot all about his father. He took me for himself. And after I gave birth to six girls, your father, God keep him, arrived!’

I like sneaking over to Sitto so she can tell me more stories. The day before we leave she tells me about the half-a-half boy who was half a human because his father ate half the pomegranate he was supposed to give his infertile wife to help her carry his child. I wonder if she tells me this because she thinks I’m half a girl since I’m only half-Palestinian. But Sitto must have Mama’s gift, because, as though she’d read my mind, she tells me that the boy in the story is stronger and better than the kids that come from the whole pomegranate, and when she calls me ‘a half-and-half one’, that’s what she thinks of me.

***

Baba takes me, that last afternoon on the bank, to the cemetery plot. Sido’s grave has a wooden plank with his name and a sura carved onto it. It is the opposite of Yia Yia’s grave. It has a Muslim Man in it, instead of a Christian Woman. I stand with my hands folded over my chest and recite the fateha, wondering if my Baba’s baba is comfortable under all that dirt. I then recite, in my head, all the verses I’ve learned, like a show-off, because I want Sido to know I’m good, so he won’t worry about me. We take a short walk past the cemetery and the shrub-dotted land to a tiny house on a hill. Baba opens its gates and shows me the big room inside.

‘This is where I grew up,’ he says. ‘Here, with my sisters. And whenever a brother would die, since three of them did, they buried them in that lot over there.’

‘Where we just were,’ I gasp, scared by the thought that Baba’s little brothers are buried already. Where would Gamal be buried? Would we all be buried separately, far away from each other the way Mama and Baba’s families are?

‘And we went to the bathroom outside.’ He looks around at the room and bites his inner cheeks. He doesn’t look sad. Mama says Baba is the kind of man that is happy being sad. Maybe she’s right. I look around the room and try to picture nine bodies sleeping on the wooden floor, six girls with all their girl problems.

‘All my sisters,’ Baba says, ‘got married before they were fifteen. No, I’m lying; Kameela was seventeen. They got married against that whitewashed wall outside … like prisoners awaiting execution.’ Baba stops and exhales wearily. ‘The minister came and married them to their husbands, who were usually ten years older, twenty times uglier, and a ton less sad about the entire deal.’ The wall is the one on the east end of the old house, the end facing the valley. I scan the scratched-up floors, touch the worn door handles, and try to imagine Baba as a child.

‘I walked to school, or rode the ass. I carried my book in a length of rope over my shoulder.’

‘Did you miss it here when you had to go to Egypt?’

‘I’m glad you mention that, my girl. I was sad, but going to Egypt, going to university, gave me my freedom. Your aunts never received such an opportunity. I want more than anything in the world for you to have that opportunity.’

I stare at the hills outside.

‘Do you understand this?’ he asks me, his voice filled with urgency, and I nod.

‘It’s hard to explain this to you,’ Baba says, leading me outside. ‘Although I lost my home, I gained an education, which later became my home. This can also happen for you,’ he pauses, mines his mind for better words. ‘War is terrible. Terrible! But good things can come of it too.’

He wants to take a picture of me: he tells me to lean and rest my back against the once-famous, now-dirty white ‘wedding’ wall. I stick my chin out and smile, my hands like soldiers at my sides. The flash makes me see stars. When I look at this picture closely now, I see that there is a ladder at the left-hand side of it, propped up against the yellowed wall. Baba had left me an escape route.


HUZAMA HABAYEB

A Thread Snaps

There are the same number of plastic slippers as usual – no more, no less. Nuwwar won’t collect them now. After the water has reached the narrow drain at the doorstep she’ll pick them up, along with the sandals with a broken buckle. Her back is about to part company with her bottom. If only the broom were a bit bigger, she wouldn’t be forced to bend over so far. But the broom grows skinnier day by day, just like her. Its coarse hair falls out each time it sweeps the wet floor. Nuwwar’s back is on the point of parting company with her bottom on a daily basis, but when she’s finished sweeping it remains straight and upright and firmly attached to her skinny buttocks.

The water loiters at the doorstep now, cooling its steamy breath. Nuwwar straightens up slightly, so that the blood drains out of her lean cheeks into the rest of her body. The water rises and falls. Nuwwar’s chest rises, and with it the plastic slippers. Her chest falls, and with it the sandals. Broken bristles bob playfully around the opening of the narrow drain. The water lies above the drain, which is partly choked, rising and falling. The volume of water increases, rising and falling more, and the drain doesn’t drain it away! Nuwwar hurries to open the door and the water races over the doorstep onto the raised porch, then out into the street, but the slippers stay behind. Nuwwar picks them up two by two, slapping them together so that the fine spray bathes her face, or wiping their soles on the side of her dress, which is tucked into her long trousers, then putting them all with the sandals into the crate and lifting it out onto the right-hand side of the porch, the side that gets the sun, so they’ll dry quickly. They’ll go a bit hard and crinkled, but as soon as they’re worn again they’ll soften up. Now she reaches her hand into the narrow drain which opens out in the porch, scooping up grit and sand and bent and twisted bristles. She reaches in further – a green bean pod, stringy heads of okra, clumps of hair. The sluggish film of water trapped behind the doorstep begins to dwindle as the drain carries it slowly out into the porch. Nuwwar bends lower over the porch, watching as the water gushes out of the drain towards her feet. Her toenails are getting more brittle. They aren’t long like Umm Shihab the matchmaker’s, but Umm Shihab doesn’t clean floors, so her nails grow and she paints them.

The murky water extends slowly over the porch, with broken bristles floating in it. Nuwwar’s body bends sulkily over the stunted broom, her head almost touching the ground, and she sweeps: swish, to the right; swish, to the left; swish, in front; swish, further in front. Swish, swish, swish. With her uneven nails she scrapes at a squashed piece of chewing gum.

‘God give you strength.’

‘The same to you.’

But Nuwwar doesn’t look up. Head down, she continues sweeping. Even Rasmiyya keeps walking without turning around, hitching up her long dress well clear of her ankle with one hand, while with the other she tries to steady the tray of roast chickens on her head so that it doesn’t slip off the square of cloth placed under it. The smell of chicken is delicious. Every Thursday Rasmiyya’s household roasts a tray of chickens or spleen at the baker’s. Nuwwar’s family have their own oven, on the roof, in the laundry room itself, and Nuwwar is the one who roasts the chickens, but often her mind wanders, she forgets them and they are burnt to a crisp! The squashed chewing gum resists her, so she leaves it.

There’s a lot of water on the porch now. She rolls her trousers up to her knees. Her legs remind her of her last geography lesson, two years ago – savannah grass – it’s meant to grow in the tropics, but she noticed afterwards that it grows on her legs too!

She scrubs, and the chewing gum doesn’t dissolve.

‘Wipe me!’

‘Bring some paper.’

‘Where from?’

‘There’s a newspaper on top of the radio.’

He bends over, raising his bottom up towards her face, and she wipes between his two small buttocks with a crumpled scrap of newspaper.

‘Didn’t you clean it with water?’

‘Of course I did.’

‘It doesn’t look like it.’

‘I did it very well. I swear! The spout of the plastic jug even went up inside when I was trying to pour out the water. It really hurt!’

‘You’re six years old, and you still don’t know how to clean yourself!’

‘But it hurts.’

‘Fine. Put your pants on.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Go indoors then.’

‘I want to stay on the porch without pants.’

‘It’s rude. We’re in the street, and there are people going past.’

‘I like the feel of the cool air on me. It tickles.’

She likes to try and spend a long time in the bathroom too: the door’s locked and there’s nobody chasing after her with a stick. ‘Upset stomach’, she says, if someone bangs on the door. She lets her bare thighs squash against her stomach and breasts, and flattens her bottom until her buttocks nearly break loose, and the scraps of cool air coming in under the door make them feel sticky. She closes her eyes and imagines that her smooth behind is salep cream stretched tight, with drops of water falling on it, cool and slow. When she cleans herself, she deliberately lets the spout of the plastic jug tickle her between the thighs, especially the two fleshy bits protruding opposite each other like a black woman’s lips, and a strange drowsiness creeps through her limbs, a drowsiness she’s only noticed recently. Nuwwar doesn’t understand it, this feeling, but it’s a short thread beginning far away, from deep down somewhere, and twisting rapidly into shape. Sometimes the thread begins when she catches sight of Ibrahim in the distance. She knows he is going to pass by their porch. She is bent over the broom, the water swirling around her feet. She straightens up quickly, rolls her trousers even higher, stuffing her dress down inside them, pushes her sleeves above her elbows, and pulls back her headscarf so that a few brown curls escape onto her broad forehead. Ibrahim is coming closer. And the thread is spinning from far away. And the drowsiness increases. She hides her hands behind her back, as they’re a bit rough, the nails almost non-existent. If only she could paint them so they’d be like Umm Shihab’s! Umm Shihab’s are hard, long, and painted bright red. Umm Shihab visits them constantly. She brings up the subject of Ibrahim with her mother. She says Ibrahim’s mother is looking for a wife for her son. A strong wife, fair-skinned, tall and from a decent family. She must be strong, a good housewife and nice-looking, as Ibrahim – God bless him! – is a strong construction worker, his powerful chest muscles clearly accentuated by his tight-fitting cotton shirt when he heaves a sack of cement onto his shoulder.

Ibrahim is getting closer, and the feeling of drowsiness increases rapidly.

‘God give you strength, Nuwwar.’

‘And you, Ibrahim!’

‘God give you nothing, girl!’ shouts her mother from inside the house.

The broom starts out of Nuwwar’s hands, the thread snaps, and the drowsy sensation plummets into the dirty water at her feet.

‘What are you doing out there?’

Nuwwar bends over the broom again and sweeps. Swish – swish – swish. Ibrahim is walking away. She sweeps faster. Swish, swish, swish, swish.

‘Washing the porch.’

‘Does it take you all that time to wash the porch? Are you planning to finish today? To hell with you, you useless girl!’

‘I’m going up on the roof now.’

Nuwwar climbs up to the roof terrace, but before she goes she makes sure she buries one of the newly washed slippers in the muddy earth beside the porch. There’s a flight of steps twisting up from one side of the yard onto the roof, and from the roof the whole valley is visible. The jumbled throng of colours is at its most striking at this hour of the day, exactly between daybreak and noon. The neighbouring rooftops outstrip theirs in the broad panorama of the lives spilling out from them. The women’s heads bob up and down untiringly. In every direction the air is thick with the smell of bread. Orange and beige rugs are spread out on the walls, jostled by grey blankets shaking off last night’s damp. Yellow pee stains flutter in and out of sight on the bedding hung to air on washing-lines. Nuwwar goes into the laundry room, confident in the knowledge that she’s alone. She takes off her wide trousers and bundles her dress into her knickers. She smiles, seeing herself with a triangular stomach and distended bottom like her cousin. Her cousin is pregnant, and her stomach tapers to a point. Nuwwar feels her own stomach, but it’s soft. A cottonwool stomach, not hard and protruding like her cousin’s. With her foot she pokes the bundle of underpants lying in a corner of the room, and keeps prodding at them until they reach the middle of the room, then kicks them hard so that the neat bundle bursts apart like a split football. She feels foolish. That’s a silly way to behave, she thinks. She picks them up again, this time sorting them into pairs, then puts them into the plastic washbowl. She sits on the floor, spreading her legs wide, and turns on the tap fixed low down on the wall, putting the washbowl underneath it and holding it between her legs, her thighs pressing tight against it. Her mother always tells her to be economical with the washing powder. Why should she be? For whose benefit? Who’s going to count how many packets of Surf she uses? She could swallow a whole packet with no questions asked. Her father buys it for only eight piastres a packet, that is four and a half piastres less than it costs in the shops, because he gets it from a friend of his in the army. Everything in the army is cheap. For more than three years now they’ve bought most of their provisions from the army: chickpeas, beans, tins of tomatoes, whole lentils, split lentils, pasta, sesame pastries, perfumed soap, tins of sardines, matches, army biscuits (even though they taste disgusting).

‘Oh, the naughty boy! It’s useless.’

Nuwwar rubs at the dried shit on the small underpants. He’ll never learn to clean himself. He doesn’t even want to learn! She scrubs the pants. The white foam gradually billows upwards, rising above the surface of the water and overflowing onto her thighs. Transparent, purple-looking hemispheres rise up like dough and fall away again almost at once, to slither down either side of her thighs in a thin trickle of water which comes to a halt at the edge of her underpants, or maybe sneaks beneath them and goes inside. Her eyelids droop: a flash of coolness, then a prolonged sensation of warmth, and at last the shit breaks up.

Her father’s pants are large. Their elastic is loose, and the opening at the front enormous. She puts her hand in it. Should it be that big? She scrubs. Underpants. Three. Four. Five. Six. Nine. All with big openings. Her own pants don’t come clean easily. The milky mucus remains stuck on them for a while, until soap and water and scrubbing finally shift it. They reach her waist, covering her navel. Umm Shihab buys frilly ones embroidered with little hearts for her newly wed daughter, hardly big enough to cover a clenched fist.

Her mother’s shrill voice urges her on again: her father’s on his way. Nuwwar hurriedly wrings out the pants and hangs them on a small washing-line. The smell of garlic being fried with basil reaches her from below. Her heart races. In half an hour’s time Ibrahim will walk past on his way back home from the building site to have a bite to eat and a couple of hours’ rest before returning to his work once more. The lad’s a hard worker and – a man! The thread begins from far away. Nuwwar feels it taking shape. It grows longer, but comes from far away, very far. Her mother calls her: ‘The jug, Nuwwar! Your father’s home!’

She’s got half an hour then. Nuwwar rapidly empties out the washing water onto the cement floor of the roof terrace. She descends the steps, carrying the washbowl. Minutes pass. She goes to the bathroom. She holds the jug under the tap and waits. The tap is choked and the water comes out haltingly, and Nuwwar waits. And the minutes pass.

The jug is filled. Nuwwar squats at her father’s feet.

‘God give you strength, Dad.’

‘And you, Nuwwar.’

She turns up his trousers and places his feet in the bowl, then pours water over them. She massages his toes, washes between them, scrubs his heels and ankles. And the minutes pass. Ibrahim is at the head of the valley now. Soon he’ll be coming towards the porch. The drowsiness is beginning. She has to be there, waiting for him.

Her father feels her hands relax.

‘Rub harder, Nuwwar.’

‘Okay, Dad!’

‘More. Press harder.’

‘Okay, Dad, okay.’

She rubs hard. She presses, hard, her whole body hunched over her father’s feet. The water comes wanly out of the spout, and Ibrahim is getting nearer, and the thread is getting nearer, becoming clearer, longer. She wants to take hold of it, but the water is thin and sluggish. Suddenly she puts the jug down on the floor. She stands up and makes for the door.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I left a slipper on the porch. I’m going to fetch it. I’ll be back in a second.’

‘Not now. You can do it later.’

‘But I’m afraid it’ll get lost, or someone’ll steal it.’

‘Who’d want to steal a single slipper? Don’t be silly.’

‘But, Dad, I …’

‘I said later. That’s enough!’

‘Okay, Dad.’

She picks up the jug again, clasping it to her stomach, burying its spout in her navel, then it slides gradually down below her stomach. She inserts it slowly. Her eyelids droop. Then the thread snaps and the drowsiness thuds into the washbowl. The minutes are over. Ibrahim is going past the porch and walking away.

She’s not there waiting for him, and he’s not meeting her.

‘That’s enough, girl! What’s wrong with you, standing there like a dummy?’

‘Okay, Dad.’

Nuwwar bends over his feet and rubs hard and presses, hard, all her limbs arching over his toes.

‘Rub harder, Nuwwar.’

‘Okay, Dad.’

‘Harder, girl.’

‘Okay, Dad. Okay. Okay.’

Translated by Catherine Cobham


LIANA BADR

Other Cities

The children kept begging, ‘Please, Mama! Take us to Ramallah.’

Even her eldest daughter, Manal, who pretended not to care, stopped what she was doing to glance at her mother hopefully. Chewing thoughtfully on a piece of Arabic gum, Umm Hasan finished nursing the baby, the youngest of her six children, then drew back the curtain from the small window looking into the cramped neighbourhood. This time she didn’t scold them, as she had many times before. Instead she brushed aside their pleas good-naturedly, saying, ‘Later. You know what the situation is like these days. Later!’

Little by little, the idea had begun to take hold in her mind. To actually go to Ramallah. To thumb her nose at Israel, and go – whether her husband, Abu Hasan, liked it or not.

‘Look outside,’ she chided, as the children gathered around her longingly. ‘Don’t you see the security patrols all over the neighbourhood? Now go on; go play while you have the chance. The summer holiday will be over soon.’

Then, to herself, she added softly: ‘One way or another, we’ll end up going.’ And she sighed.

She couldn’t stop thinking about the trip, even though the number of security patrols making their rounds in the streets of old Hebron kept growing. Often the settlers clashed with residents, spitting on them, pelting them with stones, and beating them with sticks. But Umm Hasan had learned her lesson once and for all, the day she had heard gunshots outdoors for the first time in her life. Her body had begun to tremble involuntarily, until she was shaking all over. She had shouted herself hoarse, calling for her children to come in from the alleys.

That day her elderly mother-in-law had discovered her shaking with fear. The old woman, with her rotting teeth and smoky breath, had personally chosen Umm Hasan from among her relatives in Amman as a bride for her son. She had a wispy moustache, and white hairs sprouted from her chin. Her head bobbed in its flowery scarf as she exclaimed: ‘This isn’t right! Stop it, girl! Don’t be a coward, because cowardice is the most despicable thing in the world.’

It had happened that once, and never again. Since then Umm Hasan had learned to stop herself from shaking. In fact, now she even joined the neighbourhood women when things came down to the wire and the soldiers began dragging boys and youths into their military jeeps. Then the women would attack with all their might to save the boys from arrest, and often they succeeded. When bullets began to hail down on them, however, that was a different story! Then they would raise their anguished voices in appeal, imploring the Prophet Mohammed, and the Prophet Abraham, ‘friend of God’, to protect them from the evil oppressors.

She used to have panic attacks, but her dread of being the coward her mother-in-law called her was even stronger. She refused to allow that dishonour to taint the reputation of her father’s descendants. Because he had not been there during the census of 1967, her father had never received the ID papers distributed by the occupying forces. So when she married a relative from his old hometown, he was delighted, hoping that she would get the ID papers he had longed for all his life.

If only!

She had married her cousin Abu Hasan in the last days of the first intifada, was issued a temporary permit and relied on her husband to obtain the lam shaml, immigration papers, for his family. He never succeeded. After the Palestine Liberation Organisation’s comeback her husband left his uncle’s barbershop and took an office job at a security organisation, hoping to solve the problem of obtaining proper papers for his wife and children. But between waiting for Israeli approval and waiting for the Palestinian Interior Ministry to act the project lost steam, like a cooling teapot. Then the second intifada happened, closing the door on renewing permits altogether.

Although Abu Hasan feigned indifference to her situation, she knew how thankful he was that she was still here and hadn’t got stuck outside the country, like countless others who had been unable to return to their spouses and families. The important thing was that she was still here, with the children.

‘Papers or no papers – who cares?’

That was what he often said, with a burp, while sipping his tea after dinner. And whenever she complained to him about how frustrated she was, he tried to change the subject by telling her how pretty her blue eyes were, or how he loved her cheerful face.

Yet here she was, imprisoned in her own home by settlers’ attacks, held hostage in her neighbourhood by constant military patrols, and kept a captive in Hebron because she couldn’t go anywhere else without ID.

But Umm Hasan had a plan. And she was sure it was going to work.

The day before she had quarrelled with Abu Hasan for the thousandth time, and now she felt justified in giving free rein to her anger and putting her plan into action. She knew it wouldn’t be easy, but she felt she couldn’t bear to put it off any longer.

She staggered as she carried a heavy tray of aubergine and rice makloubeh to the straw seating mat, set out spoons and bread around it, and called the children.

Fourteen-year-old Manal was busy at the mirror that hung over the sink, trying to pin her scarf more securely around her face, for she was not yet used to covering her hair. Fadi, who was nicknamed al-shatir, the clever one, glanced at the tray of food and turned away in disgust. ‘It’s been weeks since we’ve eaten meat,’ he complained.

The other children attacked the meal, scooping up the hot food and swallowing it as fast as they could.

‘Don’t you want to go to Ramallah?’ Umm Hasan coaxed Fadi, who turned his back sulkily. ‘You know your father is a humble employee,’ she continued, laying the baby on the bed, ‘and we have to make do as best we can.’

The boy glared at her accusingly. ‘You won’t listen to us. You’ll never take us to Ramallah!’

Umm Hasan sighed. ‘God willing, we’ll go.’

Then, pointing both index fingers to heaven, she declared, ‘May I be divorced if we don’t go to Ramallah within the week.’

If any other woman in Khuzq al-Far, the ‘mouse hole’ neighbourhood of Hebron, had witnessed this sight, she would surely have deduced that Umm Hasan was insane. First of all, how could any woman swear by divorce – casually repeating the threat men made so freely?

Secondly, how could anyone at all travel from place to place, considering the roadblocks that criss-crossed the West Bank and the ever-present military forces cutting off roads large and small? For, although the trip to Ramallah had once been a forty-minute drive, it now required an entire day of meandering from village to village along rocky, hilly roads. In fact, sometimes increased security patrols rendered the trip nearly impossible, so that no one dared to attempt it unless it was absolutely necessary. So how could Umm Hasan think of risking a trip to Ramallah with an infant and five children in tow, just for the sake of an outing?

Abu Hasan considered these new-found dreams of travel typical of a woman’s folly. True, his wife was beautiful, with a glowing, milky-white complexion; she was still young, and had given him both sons and daughters; and in managing the household she was beyond compare. Mentally, however, she wasn’t all there. Sometimes her foolish thoughts made her smile or frown to herself, when she was quite alone.

After the frequent quarrels that turned the inside of their home into a war zone much like the one outside, he often felt sorry for her, making allowances for her meagre intelligence. She, on the other hand, kept blaming him because she had asked to go to Ramallah long ago, in the good old days when travel was possible, but he had been lazy about it and had kept making up excuses. And since the days of the first intifada, the excuses had multiplied like the neighbourhood children.

And now…

Now she knew just what to do. She didn’t care about Israel or the roadblocks or anyone else who might try to stop her.

She had thought this through over and over again, and decided that it was possible. She would go to Ramallah, just like Umm Omar Sa’eed, who didn’t have ID papers either.

Just yesterday she had quarrelled with Abu Hasan again. For the millionth time she had accused him of not even bothering to ask about her and the children, of forgetting they existed, until he was forced to come home at the end of the day. Every day the neighbours informed her of his presence at various wedding celebrations – when he was supposedly officially employed. Privately they commiserated with her about the way he traipsed around to every funeral reception or wedding banquet in town, in search of a feast of meat and rice. And she knew better than anyone else how his pretext of offering congratulations or condolences was simply an excuse to fill his belly with yet another meal.

When he reprimanded her, demanding silence and obedience, she wept and tore her hair out, wailing that he didn’t even bother to call her by name. ‘You don’t even know my name; you just call me ya mara, “wife”.’ But he wouldn’t call her by her name even to placate her. Instead, he infuriated her even more by leaving the house.

As he left for the café, she followed him to the doorstep, determined to tell him about her travel plans before he could escape again. She said she wasn’t asking him to do anything except keep it a secret, so that Israeli agents wouldn’t discover her plan. If they were found out, his children would be deported, since none of them had identification papers.

As usual, Abu Hasan ignored her and continued on his way. Did she think he was crazy enough to believe her story?

All she could do was shout after him, ‘Wait and see!’

But he didn’t even make the effort to turn around and look at her, knowing that, after all, there was nothing she could do.

A few days later everything was ready. Umm Hasan had borrowed an ID card in a green plastic cover from her neighbour, Umm Othman al-Ashqarani. Umm Othman was very mindful of her husband’s opinions, so she had told him all about Umm Hasan’s determination to go to Ramallah, making up a story about some paperwork regarding rheumatism treatments for her husband. On this basis, he had allowed her to lend Umm Hasan her ID card, for no more than two days. Umm Hasan was just a harmless woman, after all, he thought. Who could mistake her for a terrorist? If one of her children were to start whining, and the rest of them joined in, they would be such a nuisance that anyone would let them through just to get rid of them!

In truth, he was more than ready to encourage Umm Hasan’s travel plans, hoping that in her absence the yard their families shared would be a little quieter, and he could manage a siesta after lunch.

Umm Hasan had chosen to borrow the ID card from Umm Othman in particular, because she had the same number of offspring, in the same age range as her own. In addition, she had managed to borrow another neighbour’s mobile phone, so she could get in touch with Abu Hasan if she needed to. She was careful not to mention these successes to the children until the following morning.

As soon as Abu Hasan left for work, the preparations began. Manal packed their many belongings into plastic bags. Umm Hasan made no attempt to cut back, since there was no knowing how long they would be there, or how many changes of clothes they would need. They might manage to stay for a whole week, or for a few days at least. At last, after all the stifling times they had endured in old Hebron, they would have the chance to get out and enjoy a change of scenery. Umm Hasan invoked the name of merciful God, and said a prayer, remembering her father, God rest his soul, who used to turn up the radio so everyone could hear the song ‘Wayn? ‘a-Ramallah’ (‘Where to? To Ramallah!’)

She packed a bundle of bread and a bottle of water with plastic cups, calling, ‘Hurry up! We’re going to Ramallah today!’

They all crowded into the yellow Ford. The driver asked, ‘Do you have an ID, missus?’

She swallowed. ‘An ID?’

She stalled, fussing with her white scarf, but he didn’t wait for her answer. He wasn’t stupid; he had noticed that his passenger was Abu Hasan’s wife, and all of Hebron knew about her ID problem. He sniffed, sighed, spat into a tissue and muttered: ‘God will provide!’

As the car lurched forward, Umm Hasan leaned over her children, checking, in a whisper, whether they had learned their assigned names, as shown on the ID card. The car swayed left and right as the road curved more sharply along Tariq Wadi al-Nar, the road of the ‘Valley of Fire’, which loomed like a deep well they could fall into at any moment.

As the car swerved around bends and the view tilted before her eyes, Umm Hasan felt more and more dizzy and nauseous. The driver kept invoking the name of God, blowing his nose, sighing and complaining to the two passengers in the front seat about all the trials and tribulations he faced daily. The passengers responded with encouraging comments and stories of their own.

The cotton fringe around the rear view mirror jiggled constantly, making a muffled rasping sound that jarred her nerves and made her heart quiver like a frightened moth. Now she was beginning to have second thoughts. What would happen if one of the kids slipped up during a security check and let out the secret – that the ID card was not her own?

Her stomach kept turning over, but she wasn’t afraid of throwing up, since she had purposely avoided eating that morning, knowing how anxiety always went to her stomach. She kept reciting the Quranic verses of Surat al-Kursi, relying on Manal to take care of her younger siblings, who leaned against her with pale faces. As she watched the military patrols pass by, Umm Hasan stroked her baby’s forehead. Every time a military vehicle came into view, the driver would fall silent, and tension would mount among the passengers, while Umm Hasan’s heart thrashed about against her ribs like a chicken with its head cut off.

Every time they glimpsed the threatening khaki colour from a distance the passengers began to make predictions about looming military patrols and settlers who set up mobile checkpoints, stopped cars and searched passengers at the side of the road. Umm Hasan listened with a pounding heart, moving her lips silently, nervously repeating an incantation she had learned from the neighbourhood women:

May Moses whisper in your ear
Abraham tie your tongue with fear
The Prophet turn your heart until
You speak to us of good, not ill.

As they passed Abu Dis, within sight of Jerusalem, a patrol car passed them, and Umm Hasan held her breath until it had gone. One of the passengers, an old man with a worn leather briefcase in his lap, commented: ‘On Thursday I saw a settler coming down the hill carrying a sheep. A shepherd was chasing after him, calling for help, yelling about his stolen sheep, but it was no use. The cars just kept whizzing by, of course, because the settler was armed, as usual.’

Another passenger replied: ‘Good thing he just stole the sheep, and didn’t kill the shepherd too.’

Lord help us! Umm Hasan was just beginning to realise the foolishness of this adventure she’d embarked on.

She was overcome by a nightmarish dread that her children would be snatched from her like lambs. She saw herself being led off to prison in chains, her children left alone at the side of the road, tears streaming from her eyes as she pleaded with the soldiers who dragged her into the patrol car against her will. She saw Manal clutching Fadi and Malak as an extremist settler drove up, slowed his car next to them, and then ran over her two little daughters Firdaus and Hafitha, crushing them – just as had happened during the first year of the intifada to a child, barely ten years old, in the village of Husan.

Umm Hasan and her husband had gone to offer their condolences to the child’s family. She still remembered the crowded room, full of veiled women seated on straw mats. There were only two pictures on the wall, a large, faded copy of the familiar ‘crying child’ painting and a smaller picture showing the dead child when he was still an infant on his mother’s lap. He never had the chance to grow up, to have a real picture taken. Inside the room children wailed in their mothers’ and grandmothers’ arms. And what was that smell? Was it the smell of kerosene? Or of the pungent sadness seeping from people’s pores? Or the sweat of so many human bodies crowded together? She was assailed now by a terror more intense than she had ever known. It was as if preparing for the trip had temporarily insulated her from worry. Now a strange panic was descending upon her, like a demon that could be exorcised only by incessant prayer. They were still next to her, in the back seat. Some of them were looking out of the windows. Fadi had fallen asleep, and his head dangled sideways, jolting left and right in time with his dreams.

The road was now slicing like a knife through a succession of rolling hills. Thousands of empty apartments in brand-new Israeli settlement buildings passed before her eyes. She guessed that they must have modern, hygienic bathrooms and central heating. Not like the crowded, ramshackle homes in Hebron, where residents were not allowed to make improvements. Even when their owners had money to make repairs the army denied them permission, put them under curfew and punished them for standing up to settlers who provoked them.

Why do they fight to control every crumbling old building of ours, she wondered, if they have so many thousands of new buildings of their own? And why are they building here, on our land, if they truly want peace? She had heard Abu Hasan pose that question to his neighbour the baker over and over again. For the first time she felt she understood her husband’s interest in politics. It was suddenly beginning to make sense.

And she! To Ramallah!

What had got her into this mess except her own stupidity, and her frustration at the closures that clamped down on everyone, all the time? What had got her into this predicament? And with an infant and five children, no less, all dreaming of going to Ramallah.

Near the village of Jab’a the road was empty, and the roadblock that the driver had gloomily foretold did not materialise. As they approached the Qalandia checkpoint, the end of his route, he breathed a sigh of relief and looked at her meaningfully.

‘Mabrouk!’ he congratulated her. ‘You should thank your lucky stars. I haven’t seen the road like this, without roadblocks, in over two years.’

He had forgotten that she still had to get past the guards at the Ramallah checkpoint.

‘Alf mabrouk,’ she replied politely, congratulating herself on her arrival, in spite of the panic attacks that had plagued her every inch of the way. The children, though they looked pale and tired, jumped out of the car eagerly, for at last they were near Ramallah.

As they approached the checkpoint her children were practically walking on air with happiness. In the crush of people moving forward they passed the soldiers without being asked about ID papers. They were overwhelmed at first by the dozens of pedlars selling food, kitchen containers from Turkey, children’s clothes from Taiwan, flashlights, batteries, blenders and teacups from China. They wandered for a few minutes among the displays of bananas and toys, and came to the drivers offering cars for hire. After some haggling, Umm Hasan agreed to pay a fairly reasonable price to a driver who at once set off for Ramallah.

She forgot about, or rather, decided to forget about, Abu Hasan. He wouldn’t report them to the authorities; she was sure of that. He would just have to be patient, for, as they say, God is with those who wait. And yet!

She imagined her mother-in-law wandering through the neighbourhood, complaining through her rotting teeth about her daughter-in-law’s lack of judgment. But her mother-in-law was no longer in this world, and no other relatives dared to visit them now, because of the frequent settler attacks in the old city and the rounds of army fire that often followed.

She was not pleased with the astronomical price quoted by the hotel receptionist. But what could she do? It was a small, humble hotel, and the man insisted that they pay for two rooms, although it was really just one double room with an extra bed. She undid the bundle of money she kept knotted in a handkerchief, and paid. She took the children to the park, where they played under the trees, and ran around a large fountain, which, although devoid of water, was painted blue inside. For lunch they enjoyed roasted chicken with assorted side orders.

She took them to the souk, where she bought them colourful cotton shirts at bargain prices. They visited the new shopping centre with an escalator inside, and rode up and down it dozens of times. She bought them juice and shawarma meat sandwiches for supper. They saw streets thronged with people and stores crammed with customers, and in the evening they strolled among the lit streets full of restaurants and cafés. They took a hired car to the Muqata’a, to see the ruined remains of the President’s headquarters. Kept under house arrest within this compound for the past few years, he had lately looked gaunt and haggard on TV.

That night she couldn’t sleep. Not because of the baby’s fever; he was just teething, and she had brought medicine for that. Not because she was afraid of the trouble Abu Hasan would give her; life was nothing but trouble anyway. The receptionist had just told her, for example, that minutes before their return, a military patrol had been throwing tear gas and sound bombs nearby, at Manara Circle. (She was too practical to worry about something like that. After all, they were here, safe indoors, and not at the Circle.) No, the fact was that the exorbitant sums she’d been forced to shell out, in this city full of enticements, now led her to contemplate the necessity of returning home as soon as possible, before she was completely broke.

Pleasure and terror kept her awake that night.

There was the pleasure of seeing bustling marketplaces and people going for an evening stroll without worrying about Israeli attacks. Here people did as they pleased, and nobody bothered them the way the settlers of Kiryat Arba provoked residents in the old city of Hebron.

And there was the terror of going broke, when she counted the little money she had left. Now she also began to fear that their return trip wouldn’t be as easy as the way here had been. If just one of her children forgot his assumed name, they would be discovered.

She kept tossing and turning, remembering the story of the sheep and how much it had frightened her. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the prophet Abraham carrying his son to the altar to sacrifice him, then heard the divine command that transformed the sacrifice into a woolly white sheep. And every time she dozed off the sheep was transformed into an infant that resembled her own.

She didn’t sleep that night.

Not a wink!

The next morning she left Manal in the room with the younger children, while she took Firdaus and Fadi to Maydan al-Sa’a Square, where they bought ka’ak bread with sesame seeds, boiled eggs, and little packets of the crushed herb zaatar. Back in the room, she used the electric pot to make tea. Then she dropped the bombshell: today we’re going home.

She hurriedly gathered their scattered clothes and belongings, then settled the account with the receptionist, who couldn’t hide his amazement at the number of plastic bags her children carried.

Once again Qalandia checkpoint.

This time they had a long wait at the checkpoint before the security search. When they finally arrived at the cement block where the soldier stood, the line split in two: one side for Jerusalem residents, with blue ID cards, and the other for those who lived under the Palestinian Authority and had cards with green and orange covers. The checkpoint was not as crowded as it usually was on Fridays, when people were off work, so she was amazed when the soldier glanced nonchalantly at the ID and the children gathered about her, and waved them on.

Once again that yellow Ford!

It was just before Friday prayers. The driver who had brought them had mentioned that usually, after Friday prayers, youths would come out and throw stones at the Qalandia checkpoint as a form of protest, and that the soldiers in return fired tear gas and sound bombs, as well as quick volleys of live bullets. It was a dangerous game, but the youths would not back down from it. Umm Hasan kept praying that she and the children would be safely out of the way before it began.

They had not gone far before the car was stopped once again, this time by a military convoy at Jab’a. Soldiers told the men to get out their ID cards, but left the women alone.

After that came another checkpoint, then another. Each time they had to wait in a long line of cars under the scorching sun. The Israelis would start a security search, stop several cars, and then sit there and do nothing for a long while before resuming their searches.

At the next checkpoint their yellow Ford sat immobilised among the stopped cars. It seemed that the soldiers were intent on checking not just ID cards but every cell of every hair on their skins. The passengers waited stoically.

Nobody moved.

They waited for ten minutes, twenty, maybe an hour. Not one car moved.

Time was no more. Umm Hasan felt that the world had come to a standstill; that there was no hope of ever moving forward or turning back; there was only car after car, and buses, and vans beyond number.

Since the beginning of their trip, she had been grappling with the idea that her own actions might lead indirectly to her children’s deaths. It was entirely possible that some horrible misfortune could befall them, all because of this trip to Ramallah. If her father had known about this foolish enterprise he would have regretted marrying her off and sending her to Hebron, for she had not been faithful in the charge of caring for her children. And she! How could she bear to go on living, if she were the cause of any harm that came to even one of them? Hadn’t Hebron been dangerous enough for her? The broken bottles thrown at houses, the rocks that hailed down on them in their own yards? The terror that one of them could be injured each time the soldiers started provoking the youths?

God forbid! She exclaimed to herself, repeating the holy verses of Ayat al-Huda and Surat al-Kursi. She glanced at her children, who were about to finish the last drop of water in the bottle they had brought. One of them had a thin trickle of dried-up juice on his chin.

Oh Lord, what could she do? Was it such a crime for a person to dream of spending a day or two in Ramallah?

In the beginning the passengers had been nervously holding their breath. Gradually, now some of them began to shift their positions, fidgeting silently.

An old woman let out some grunts and sighs but Umm Hasan stayed silent as the Sphinx. She was nursing the baby, when all of a sudden he burst out screaming as though stung by a scorpion. Patting him gently, she tried to calm him, but he seemed to be in pain and wouldn’t stop.

The passengers endured this for a while without comment, until an unshaven old man finally remarked: ‘Lady, quiet him down.’

She didn’t know what to say. With her free hand she rubbed the baby’s belly, but this only made him cry harder.

In a moment the old man again stopped smoking to growl irritably: ‘For God’s sake, woman, make the kid stop!’

Umm Hasan, again, didn’t respond, until the old man added spitefully: ‘Things are bad enough as it is!’

That did it. ‘The child’s in pain,’ she snapped back at him. ‘Is that my fault?’

Seeing a quarrel about to erupt, the other passengers quickly intervened and calmed them down, fearful that a soldier would come and punish them all. The baby kept wailing. He seemed determined to draw everyone’s attention to his mother. And gradually the unpleasant smell of a dirty nappy spread throughout the car.

The baby kept crying, and the cars didn’t move.

Now a sharp pain began digging into her own insides. Her children were looking more and more terrified. Manal and the little ones seemed glued to the seat by their own sticky sweat. She could feel her heart pulsing in her temples.

There was no sign that relief would ever come.

The car was hellish in this heat. And the silence! A tense, pessimistic silence hovered like a flock of cawing crows above them all. And on top of all that, the crying that wouldn’t stop. The baby was whimpering now, exhausted by his crying, or perhaps being suffocated, like the rest of them, by the smell of his dirty nappy. The noxious smell and the sound of toxic gases rumbling in his stomach were beginning to seriously worry her.

All eyes were on the guards who stood blocking the long road ahead of them for no apparent reason.

Three or four soldiers wearing dark sunglasses stood near the military vehicle. Their captain seemed to be gazing off into the distance, as though he had nothing to do with what was happening.

Those soldiers! That captain!

They were the only ones who had control now. From every car the imploring eyes watched them silently.

Those soldiers controlled everything around, right down to the gusts of dry air that scorched their skins.

Umm Hasan felt her chest tightening and her nerves jangling. At last she simply couldn’t stand it any longer. She got up, baby in arms. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, to the passenger nearest the door. He stared as if she were crazy, as she opened the door and got out.

The astounded passengers watched her without comment, as if she were an alien from a distant planet. The man she had argued with earlier eyed her suspiciously, while two schoolteachers gave her looks of encouragement.

The soldiers watched Umm Hasan disapprovingly as she began walking towards them.

‘You!’ one of them shouted, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t care.

She had lost all sense of time and place, even of her children in the car behind her.

A ruddy-faced soldier glared at her with obvious hostility, gripping his gun as he turned towards her. She ignored him, heading straight for the man who seemed to have the highest rank. The rest of them looked on sarcastically. What was this woman with a scarf and a baby trying to do?

Umm Hasan kept walking, as if she lived in a different world; as if she knew nothing about the danger of approaching these people, any one of whom could open fire at any moment on the pretext that she was a saboteur with a belt of explosives around her waist.

The passengers gazed on in astonishment, wondering what her fate would be.

Umm Hasan’s mind was blank. Her son’s breathing was irregular now, and his muted whimpers, along with the smell of diarrhoea emanating from his nappy had spread to every cell in her body, and were all that kept her going.

And so, in spite of the soldier who spat in her face, ‘You! Where to?’ she went directly to the man who seemed to be the captain.

‘It’s hot,’ she said. ‘The baby’s sick. Let the cars go.’

And then, without waiting for an answer, she turned and went back.

The captain, for reasons his men could not have known or expected, stared after her, fascinated by her indifference to him as she turned her back and returned to the car she had come from. He didn’t quite understand what had happened – how this woman could come up to him with a baby in her arms and demand that he let the cars move. It seemed as though her voice echoed to him out of the cavernous depths of a deep ravine. He felt that it was unbearably hot. He became aware of himself, in this barren desert, with no life around him except in these hired cars carrying possible saboteurs, and ordinary passengers with their problems and their misery.

He was overcome by an intense thirst, by a powerful desire to go home and have a cold beer and maybe lie down on the grass under the trees in his well-cared-for garden.

He suddenly found himself contemplating all the things he felt he couldn’t bear to lose on account of this accursed prison. Even if he were to punish every person in this land, stop every one of them on this dangerous, snaking road called Wadi al-Nar, it would not satiate his thirst. For an electrifying instant he felt that he was only punishing himself, out here in this hostile wilderness. He had to escape from the dangerous assault of emotions he didn’t want to face. As his soldiers looked on in disbelief, he held out his arm and signalled to the cars to move. He didn’t waste a moment getting into his own vehicle, mobilising his men and clearing the way.

The road was open now. The line of cars pulsed forward in unison. A giant gear had shifted, allowing each of them to escape unscathed and return to his family.

Umm Hasan did not dare to think or feel until she was sure she was almost home, at her own doorstep.

It was only then that she allowed herself to begin to ponder the fact that her daughter Manal was growing up now and would surely be getting married in a few years’ time. It was entirely plausible that the girl could end up living in Ramallah, or perhaps some other city. When that happened, they would visit, together, the places that were now forbidden to them, and which they yearned to see.

They would eventually reach those other cities they dreamed of visiting.

There were still plenty of ways.

Translated by S. V. Atalla


SELMA DABBAGH

Me (the Bitch) and Bustanji

On the day itself it was all over before I had even woken up.

I had spent the previous day staring at the house across the road. It was crouched on the ground like a space station poised for launch. Dad had been in a mood with me and had just watched the news and talked a lot on the phone in Arabic about a meeting in Jeddah. I can feel that boredom now radiating from the pages of my sticker-adorned diary – 1990 Page-A-Day Diary. An angry pen has dented the cover into a moronic teenage Braille. More than twice the age now that I was then, I can still feel it: God damn the boredom of being stuck in Kuwait all summer.

The house ejected cars from its underground garage and delivered them onto the road like tapes from a Japanese video. The greased iron entrance slid along the concrete wall without a sound. But the object of my surveillance (coded as ‘Sh.’ for Sheikha) preferred to use the side gate. From the detective notes I had made I can see that Sh. had left and come back twice that day. Her abaya was always black. Her face was always covered. Her bags were always full of high-class shopping.

01.08.90 14:46 Sh. Reappears in brown Chevrolet Impala.
Dropped off.
01.08.90 16:24 Sh. Leaves in blue BMW.

My diary also records the movement of four Pakistani migrants and two Afghanis walking across the wasteland between the blocks of dust-clad housing. If the Afghanis were in fact Pakistanis or vice versa (it was hard to tell from a distance) I had made a note to show that the total was (6).

I had also spotted our gardener, Bustanji. Abu Waleed.

Bustanji did not sweat. Bustanji had leather skin. Bustanji had a head that squeezed out large and burnt from the band of white hair that remained. I liked Bustanji’s waistcoat with the cotton pellet buttons and white lining. Polyester fibres shone his back black through the leaves of the eucalyptus trees.

01.08.90 17:24 Bustanji watering plants at their base.

I can’t remember why we called him Bustanji (‘gardener’) even when we spoke English. Could it be because it emphasised his Arabness? I am sure Dad just loved the idea that he was putting earth back between the fingers of a fellow Palestinian.

It was my friend Nada who had told me with long, black, flying African arms (although she assured me that the Sudanese were Arabs, not Africans, and also that they were brown, not black) that there was far more going on in the space station house than I thought. I could tell that she had exaggerated the story, sure, but I didn’t care. I needed something to do. I sure as hell was not going to do any revision. Dad was treating me like a child sticking me in Kuwait all summer. Treat me like a kid and I’ll behave like a kid. No revision for you Baba dear even if I did screw up my exams.

When I touched my nose to twist the stud the scab would loosen itself from the stem. Ow. Owww! It had hurt so damn much getting it pierced.

Next to the Sheikha’s house was the Hajji shop where I bought cigarettes.

‘Don’t call it Hajji,’ says Nada, ‘that’s just what the English say.’

‘No, it’s not. It’s because they’ve done a pilgrimage. Then they come back and set up a shop.’

‘That’s rubbish. That’s just what the expats say and you English.’

‘Don’t call me English,’ I say.

‘Sorry, I forgot. Your Mum’s from where, Romania or is it Hungary?’

‘Whatever,’ I say. ‘Whatever.’

Hajji had bulging fingers like dog willies and he did not look at me when he gave me cigarettes from the shelf but kept his neck lolled back to watch the screen while feeling out for dusty notes from the wooden drawer. There were fewer rolling bodies in trenches by then. Hajji was from Iran but he could just as well have been from Iraq because they both filled their TV channels with pictures of young men blasted limbless or rigid with gas. Looped images of bodies with stretched bare tummies and grasping hands in raw earth holes. Marching songs and drum beats played over the footage accompanied by the eternal wail of women.

My bitch status was normally confirmed to me at least twice on the way back from Hajji’s shop and more than that if I stopped for a cigarette. Once, when Nada and I had tried to hide from the road, behind the wall of an apartment block, it had come from a woman in Arabic and was accompanied by a bucket of dirty water over our heads. Sometimes they were a joke, the lines coming out of the guys in the cars, ‘Hey baby, you wear hair gel?’ ‘Hey, baby you wanna come for a ride?’ Sometimes the door of the van slid open. Fucktrucks we called them at school. They said there was a bed inside, but I never looked. Head down. Walk on. ‘Hey sexy,’ weighed down with accent, sometimes the words were a blur of consonants, sometimes it was just a horn, but it was always there, as an undertone, as an overtone, ever since I was a kid, even if there was no skin showing at all, it was always there, Bitch, hey Bitch, yeah Bitch, I can see you. Bitch.

On the day itself Dad had heard the radio cut out in the early hours when he was shaving and he later told me that it reminded him of what used to happen when there were coups, like the ones he had experienced in Syria. I thought it sounded cool to live in an age of coups. I had seen photos of Dad aged sixteen strutting around Damascus with his friends looking dandy in his fake Ray Bans.

Dad had then noticed that the phones were dead too. That was at about seven. He also saw the swarms of helicopters in the sky.

‘How did you know the phones were dead?’ I asked, because I was still thinking like a detective.

And he replied, ‘Because I tried to call your Mother.’ And I had not expected him to say that. I had not expected him to say that because I just did not think that they were going to ever speak again.

But when I had woken up, after all this had already happened, to find Dad sitting at the end of my bed looking agitated, I had, of course, assumed that he had found my cigarettes or the letter I had written to Nada and I remember thinking, ‘This is all I damn need right now.’ So I was a bit excited, if I am honest, when he told me that the Iraqis had invaded.

‘How?’ I ask and he raised his hands as though I was asking about a letter that got lost in the post or how a pay rise had been denied to him.

‘Why?’ I ask and he frowned and looked a bit mystified then said, ‘Arrogance?’ A bit like a question and left it at that.

‘What shall we do?’ I ask and he replied,

‘Just stay at home for a while.’

It is stamped with amateurism this diary of mine, this detective log book, as it scrapes on, cataloguing uneventful days, forgetting to tell the reader what has actually happened.

02.08.90 14:45 No one on the streets. Sh. not left the house.
02.08.90 14:54 Four helicopters in the sky at once.

There’s a photo of Nada and I stuck between the pages. We’re pouting painted lips at the camera and wearing matching baggy clothes with studded belts and my prettiness seems so fat-soluble next to hers. It looks as though it was on the verge of being dissolved away forever.

The invasion meant that Dad did not have to go to work. He seemed quite relieved. Mama had kept telling him that he worked too hard, that he put too much into it, that the hospital did not deserve him, that his employers were exploitative, that it was going to kill him in the end and so on and so forth until, predictably, that had turned into an argument too.

We had nothing to do, so Dad put on a record, the soundtrack to the film Heat and Dust. Dad loved India. I think he secretly liked something about English colonialism too. I sat with him as he sipped his afternoon tea and we looked out of the long mirrored windows and I remember wondering whether in three weeks’ time, when my nose healed, I should get an Indian-style hoop for my nose rather than the diamond stud.

02.08.90 17:24 Bustanji arrives to water the garden.

My diary fails to record that between Bustanji’s visits, and they were only twenty-four hours apart (he was always on time), the Iraqis had invaded the country. Apparently they had blasted Kuwait City with helicopters and boats and completely taken over everything including airports and borders. A whole occupation had occurred, but I have no note of it, as when I heard the bangs I had not logged them, as I kept forgetting to look at my watch when they happened.

Dad got up. He did not seem to believe Bustanji would just reappear but then again he wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t.

I went outside with Dad. The sun had made itself so hot it had lost itself in its own aura. It was all black fuzz for a couple of minutes and I could only see negative images. Bustanji’s son, Waleed, was standing behind his father, trying to find shade. He was so blond, far blonder than me, that he looked like a doll when the sun hit his cheekbones. He was all flushed. I remember him waiting with the keys to his cheap car in his hands, his shirt buttoned up to his Adam’s apple, two yellow pubic-looking hairs curling over the top.

‘You should not be coming out here,’ Dad said, ‘we don’t know if it’s safe yet.’

‘I told him.’ Waleed looked so anxious, so exposed, ‘I told him, ya Doctor, we don’t know what will happen, but he insisted…’

Bustanji had green flecks in huge eyes that were always shocked in their sun-beaten skin. That day he was wearing his funny black pantaloon trousers, like an ancient Turk.

‘These plants won’t last two minutes without me in this heat, not two minutes.’ He stroked the dust off the leaves he was holding possessively between the fingers of his left hand.

‘We can water the plants,’ Dad was holding his hand above his eyes. ‘You should stay at home. You should not be travelling over here from Hawalli. You should be thinking about what to do. We may all need to leave. You never know.’

‘Leave? Leave what? The country? Forget this subject. Who would water the gardens? Where would we go? Not again, not again. How many times in one life? Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon … Where can we go anyway? Even if we wanted to? Where in God’s name? Where? Not again.’

‘I told him, Sir, Doctor,’ Waleed’s nose was sweating – little beads huddled together on the tip. He was unable to look at me and I thought that it was maybe because I hadn’t put anything over my vest before I went outside.

It was all dark for a while when we came inside as our eyes adjusted to the change. Dad looked out again at Bustanji bent over the earth in the grey-white light, Waleed trying to argue with his back. ‘He puts everything into that boy, everything,’ and Dad did not seem to be thinking when he did this, but he raised his hand and sort of patted my head, as though half with me, half with himself, but also half comforting, ‘and done a good job too.’

Looking at the diary now, I can see that even my handwriting was changing then, flipping styles mid-sentence, even mid-word. I was still playing around to see what fitted.

02.08.90 16:43 White Ford Pick-up going towards the Police station.
02.08.90 17:20 Caprice Classic moving down towards the highway (silver).
02.08.90 17:42 (Iraqi) Tanks (two) coming from the highway.

I presumed the tanks were Iraqi. I could not imagine that there was anyone else who was about to fight.

That evening I pulled out my maths books and closed the door so Dad would not catch me. I had always quite enjoyed algebra.

It was dark when the knocking started at the door, first with knuckles then with a flat hand or two. I could hear it upstairs. From the banisters I saw Dad place his book down on the coffee table and walk towards the door and I imagined soldiers – armed, sweating, bored and destructive. The picture of the dead South American student I had seen in a colour magazine as a child came back into my head. He had been shot in the back and was lying with his hair still shiny and trendy on the pavement. He was wearing jeans. ‘Look, Mama.’ I had held the photograph up to my mother who was talking to Grandma in their language. The jeans got to me. He had woken up that morning and put on his jeans not knowing he would die in them. The enormity of young death lay in the stitching on the back pockets. As Dad went to the door, my hand was feeling at my belt.

‘Na’am?’ says Dad. ‘Yes?’

‘Its Tawfeeq, Tawfeeq … Open the door, Nabil. Open the door.’

Tawfeeq Sa’eed was in a sweat. Huge dark circles hung under his eyes and his armpits. His salmon sports shirt tucked into his belted Bermudas had dust streaks across it. Had he perhaps thrown himself against the gate? Tawfeeq was my father’s friend although he and my father had nothing in common apart from the fact that they worked for the same hospital and had foreign wives.

When Tawfeeq arrived (and he did not say ‘Hi’ to me, he just looked at my nose) the old English national anthem, ‘God Save the King’, performed by a military band, was playing on the soundtrack of Heat and Dust. A short track between sitar melodies and extracts from Schubert, we rarely noticed it.

‘What are you doing?’ Tawfeeq had screamed. ‘Do you not know that they are rounding up the British? … What are you doing? Sitting here listening to English music, reading books? Eh?’

‘What do you mean they are rounding up the British?’

‘They will. There’s a rumour … What passport do you have? Are you going to be British or what? Have you thought about these things? Huh? There’s an invasion, Nabil, an invasion!’ He held the creases of his shorts as he sat heavily on the sofa pulling out a hanky and some worry beads. He then started patting his forehead, turning the beads with his thumb and sighing all at the same time.

‘Would you like a drink, Tawfeeq?’ Dad went to the small supply of smuggled liquor in his cupboard.

‘A whisky. Yes. No. No. Actually I think not. Not during these times. No. No. What if they stop me? What if they smell it? An invasion! How were we to know there was to be an invasion?’

‘Well, I don’t think anyone really thought that it would happen, but you know last night when the Jeddah talks collapsed, I must say I did think they might.’

‘You knew! You knew! And you did not tell me! You even had your daughter with you and you did not care!’

‘That’s not quite how it was,’ Dad started rebuilding the wall of canned drinks again in front of the alcohol in the cupboard. ‘What papers do you have anyway?’

‘Egyptian, French …’ Tawfeeq held up his hands despairingly. I did not know what to make of this. What nationality did we want to be? Who was whose enemy? Who were we?

‘You know I am not even sure what papers I have,’ Dad waved at the air as if not knowing how to refer to his wife now. ‘Her mother put them away, where did she say? She is always filing things, you know. Classify, classify. Let me have a look.’

Dad went upstairs leaving me with Tawfeeq.

‘Dominique,’ Tawfeeq wrenched out of himself, to himself. ‘Dominique … all alone in Paris, not knowing. Just waiting … waiting.’ He looked like he was going to cry in a howling kind of a way.

I thought of Dominique making exquisite sponge cream balls and serving them on paper doilies with child-sized silver forks. Dominique who believed in the predictions of Nostradamus, fates held in star constellations, and who could never sleep when there was a full moon. She had spent seven years living in Tawfeeq’s village in the Egyptian Delta and could tell shocking stories of malarial deaths after describing how a soufflé should be cared for like a child. And she cared for her child as though she were a soufflé. Their daughter had emerged from her care puffy and soft-centred with weepy eyes and white feet contorted by synthetic sandals.

Tawfeeq and Dominique doted on each other with the neediness of toddlers and their relationship seemed to jar something in my parents for I had never seen Dad and Mama return home from an evening with the Sa’eeds in anything less than a maniacal fury with each other.

Tawfeeq and I watched the humidity slide down the windows, the night reflecting the room back at us. It must have been over fifty degrees and I wondered how invasions could happen so fast and who was keeping the air conditioning on. Did they fight in the Ministry of Electricity? ‘We will only keep the electricity on if Kuwait is free!’ No, they could not do that, it would kill us all. Even the cockroaches are too spoilt to survive the climate now.

Tawfeeq was bearing no traces of his reputation for dirty jokes with unidentifiable punch lines and for photographing topless women on French beaches.

‘Pepsi, ammo?’

‘Yes, yes, with just a little chocolate biscuit if you have one.’

Dad arrived with a file of papers, stored in a see-through plastic bag like DNA samples, a small white sticker in the corner had my mother’s handwriting on it, Identity Documentation Nabil and a five-digit code.

‘Found it as soon as I managed to get that filing cabinet open! Excellent classification systems, your mother. Excellent!’

It was the first nice thing he had said about her since she had left.

My father had studied under my mother in Hungary when he was training to be a dentist and she was a professor of biochemistry. They did not admit to falling in love, but they must have done so because they had married and he had taken her back to Syria, then Jordan, then London, where they both studied some more, gave birth to me, worked hard until they finally ended up in Kuwait. ‘A quick fix that got stuck,’ was how my father put it.

Most of this is in his papers. A small broken up Refugee Card, ‘United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East’ on the top, with a picture of Dad as a child in Syria. He looks sweet. I have the eyebrows but unfortunately not the cheekbones. An old Jordanian passport, dated 1969, out of date in 1979. A couple of older British passports and his current one. A batch of student visas for Hungary covered in the bureaucratic stamps of Eastern Europe and the Middle East.

‘You need that.’ Tawfeeq points at the outdated Jordanian passport.

‘It’s expired,’ says Dad, ‘totally out of date.’

‘What about her?’

‘Just British, and Hungarian, ah, yes, and the Hungarian passport records her with her mother’s maiden name.’ Dad shrugs in front of Tawfeeq’s look of horror. ‘It was easier at the time.’

‘You can’t travel out of here with a Romanian, sorry Hungarian, with such a different name to you. They’ll think she’s your whore! Sorry. Sorry, Nabil. No offence. Sorry, no offence. But, you know what I mean.’ But I cry easily so I went to the bathroom until I was done.

Dad was waiting for me when I came out of the bathroom after Tawfeeq had left, ‘You must ignore Tawfeeq. He is very upset. And he’s a bit of a silly man at the best of times.’ And he did something weird for him, he put his arms around me and tried to give me a hug.

I find another entry for a couple of days later. It is the last one.

05.08.90 11:24 Dad at the hospital since approx 9:30. More cars on the road than yesterday.
05.08.90 13:23 Sh.’s lawn brown. All flowers dead next door.
05.08.90 15:23 Bustanji watering lawn with a watering can. Waleed waiting in the car.

The brown grass in the neighbouring gardens gave me the creeps. They did not use Bustanji and their gardener had left. In just three days without water their lawn had dried into rust shavings. It reminded me of the abridged John Wyndham books they fed us in junior school and the other ones about ‘the Day After’ (the Flood, the Plague, the Atomic War). Nightmare-inducing. Horrible.

Bustanji caught me smoking on the upstairs balcony when Dad was out but had just smiled and waved through the eucalyptus, pointing at something, his finger on his lips. A tiny fist-sized bird, red as lipstick, long billed and chirpy. It must have been passing through, migratory. It would not have been staying.

That evening we set off to see Dad’s family across town in Salmiyah. His car lurched along like it was being sweated out in the humidity, pouring perspiration down its sides like a fat man on a treadmill.

The flyovers put us at roof level with Hawalli, a Palestinian area where Abu Waleed lived. There were still some remains of the black flags strung up to mourn the dead of the Beirut camp massacres of ’82. Dark cloth flew shredded on the rooftops, gripped by antennae and caught on washing lines like shards of food between the teeth.

‘What did Bustanji mean about leaving those places?’

‘Abu Waleed? He was a fedayeen fighter since he was a kid. So he left Jordan when there were the problems for us with the Jordanians and then he had to leave Beirut… Lebanon, when the PLO got kicked out.’

‘And then he came here?’

‘No, no, he went with them to Tunis, you know, with Arafat and the leadership, for a while and then, then I am actually not that sure what happened there, but it can’t have worked out as he ended up here. Same way all of us do, but a bit harder I suppose.’

‘Where is Umm Waleed?’

‘She died in Beirut. I don’t know the details.’

The shops were all shut when we reached Salmiyah, the metal shutters bolted onto the ground, tight-lipped. I had been there only a week or so previously, to investigate the shops named on the Sheikha’s bags. I had not been disappointed. Lady Elegant sold quality lingerie from Paris, adorned with red rabbit fur across the crotch, basques looped between the legs with a satin strand, chiffon pouches for the breasts. Fashion Date had a more colourful selection. I did not want to go inside because a crowd was gathering: Bitch! Hey Bitch! We can see you. Bitch! The black abaya-clad ladies had glided in and out like medieval princesses. So, Sheikha was not alone.

The Hungry Bunny hamburger joint was all dark, no cheeky bunnies or glowing lights. I had popped in there too during the same investigative trip, to find out what it was all about, as the TV adverts had made me laugh so much. Inside there had been two men in long white dish dasha eating French fries on chrome barstools underlit by pink panels. And again, I thought I could sense it in the look I got, Hey Bitch! What are you doing in here on your own, huh, Bitch?

Traumatised-looking ginger and white cats were guarding ballooned bags of rubbish outside the flats where Dad’s family lived and everything smelt overripe. Our knock was followed by my aunt’s voice arguing with her husband to open the door. Then we felt them bundling us in like security guards hoisting celebrities into cars. All Dad’s family were there. They all lived close together in homes that replicated each other’s. The interiors all had at least the following objects in common: a picture of an Italian urchin with big eyes, a black and white picture of my grandfather wearing a fez making a political speech in Haifa, a crocheted tissue-box holder and a mother-of-pearl Dome of the Rock.

Dad’s family were transfixed by him, ‘Are you going to the hotels with the British, they’re rounding them up you know?’

But Dad says ‘No. No. I came to say that we have decided to leave.’

‘Leave? But you can’t leave. These people… they gave us everything. We cannot leave them now.’ My uncle was still holding out his hands as though they were supporting a large globe, when his son seemed to almost lose it.

‘They gave us everything? We, we, the Palestinians, built this place for them, schools, hospitals, ministries, the whole lot. “They gave us everything?” How is that then?’

It’s quiet, then someone says:

‘We can’t leave. How would we leave?’ Then one of my cousins (who was still unmarried even though she was in her thirties: she had once told Mama that she was probably the oldest virgin in Kuwait) says to Dad:

‘Ammo, this is our home. We were born here. We have lived here all our life. This is our home,’ and starts to cry.

‘Where would you go to?’ another cousin asks.

‘We could go down to Saudi.’

‘No! You can’t. They’ve closed the border now. It’s too late.’

‘We’ll go to Jordan then, through Iraq.’ Dad’s face had the glow of a problem solver’s.

‘You left Palestine and you are leaving again now! You can’t do this!’ My cousin screamed and left the room.

Over dinner my aunt noticed my nose,

‘Eh! Like an Indian!’ she says.

‘Or a Bedu!’ says my uncle. And I remember how much I had liked that idea.

The country became stupefied by invasion. Tanks rolled up and down streets, helicopters patrolled, but it was quiet. There was a curfew, but to me it was hardly noticeable as I had barely left the house for weeks anyway, but Dad started worrying a bit about food, about water, about letting my mother know we were okay. He set a date for us to leave with Tawfeeq.

Tawfeeq came over the night before we left and asked Dad to take out all his papers again. He unclipped his Montblanc from his shirt pocket and flattened Dad’s old Jordanian passport with a manicured hand. He waved his pen a bit before allowing nib to touch passport. As he wrote his tongue stuck out like a gecko’s. He wrote in my name in Arabic on the page saying ‘Children’, asking for my grandfather’s then my great-grandfather’s names, going back to the time of the Napoleonic invasion of the coastal planes of Palestine. And when he had finished I looked at that majestic inscription and realised that it was me.

We took Tawfeeq’s Buick stuffed full of his Vuitton luggage and, as we drove around the corner in it I twisted around to see our house for the last time and my eye caught her moving behind the vent-shaped windows of her top floor. The Sheikha. The lights were on and her face was so close to the window, her hands pressed flat on it, that she was visible despite the tinting. She looked so much younger than I had thought she was and I found myself thinking for some reason that maybe she had been watching me as much as I had been watching her.

The traffic was jammed up for miles at the border crossing into Iraq. Car metal plated the road and glinted at the sun. As we approached the checkpoint Dad told me to take the stud out of my nose. I, of course, refused. No way. There was just no way. It was not healed yet and had hurt like hell getting it done. I could feel that we were going to have a fight sitting there waiting to get past the border guards, but he backed down. He was getting into a state about the checkpoint.

‘Borders, borders, borders,’ he mumbled messing about with his Jordanian passport as though by checking it, it would change. It would reissue itself or something.

‘Tawfeeq,’ my father started, ‘this passport is out of date, if they stop me, you should go ahead, and I guess we will go back. Can you call her mother for me?’ He handed Tawfeeq a piece of paper with phone numbers.

‘Nonsense,’ says Tawfeeq, pushing it back. Hell, I think. Maybe Dad is going to flip out now. Here and now.

The Iraqi border guard’s belt hung loose. The embossed falcon on his buckle was poised to alight. His gun was flung over his shoulder like a handbag. The small pistol on his belt was poppered into a painted leather pouch. He wore green khaki in a beige desert. Tawfeeq handed over the passports and we waited as the soldiers ambled off to the Perspex and wood checkpoint. And we waited. Dad got out of the car and walked a bit. His mouth looked funny, his lips were white. I watched him spit at a wall.

I moved a bit so I could unstick my trousers from my arse. I wanted a shower so badly. Then the guard was back. He puts his head into the car and reads out Tawfeeq’s name and returns his passport to him. The guard inhales before reading out my name, the long one, which he does respectfully, as though it’s a holy message.

‘Binti,’ says Dad. My daughter. The head reappears at the window. He has a bum fluff moustache and ivory teeth like a horse. He checks out my hair before pointing at my nose.

‘What’s that?’ he sounds so desert, so raw. Tawfeeq had stuck a Band Aid plaster over my nose stud.

‘A Chinese cure,’ says Tawfeeq. ‘For arthritis. Of the nose. Chinese.’ The guard stands up. There are more sounds in the heavy, guttural accent, lots of dddaad dddaad. Arabic, the language of that unique consonant dddaad. A hand throws the passport into my father’s lap and then the same hand waves us lazily through.

‘Arthritis?’ Dad only speaks when the checkpoint has disappeared into a mirage behind us. ‘Arthritis of the nose, ya zalame, my man, anywhere but the nose. And you a doctor, Tawfeeq!’

‘Of the nose,’ Dad is still giggling on and off a day later when we get to Amman. White buildings are pegged in all over the hills like tombstones.

‘Do you know I have never been to Amman?’ Tawfeeq hits the steering wheel as we drive into the capital and see open shops.

‘Well, welcome. Welcome,’ says Dad. ‘The world’s biggest refugee camp, all made out of limestone.’

‘Is there a Vuitton shop here?’ asks Tawfeeq.

It takes Dad three calls to find Mama. She had rented a place in North London and the phone was shared on a corridor. She sounded unnerved to hear us – I had not expected her to sound so phased, ‘You don’t know what it has been like! I heard nothing from you. We had no news. The news on the TV here is exaggerating everything and making it all sound so awful. I have been glued to the TV. Such lies! Such distortion! Such double standards! I thought you could be dead. You don’t know…’ I spoke to her and then Dad arranged to call her later and I heard him talk with her for a long time with the voice he used for his child patients whilst I pretended to be asleep in the hotel room as the blue neon flashed through the window onto my face. I heard him laugh with her and say ‘Of the nose!’ again and again.

The pages of the diary run blank after that. They are wrinkled with the pressure of words, and the lapse of time. I look back at the last entry.

03.08.90 15:23 Bustanji watering lawn with a watering can.
Waleed waiting in the car.

We heard about Bustanji and Waleed months later. I watched the news by then, all of it, I saw the Palestinian intifada and I saw the build-up to war with all its muscle and propaganda and hypocrisy and as Dad and Mama got angry I felt it with them too. And I squirmed too when I saw the footage of Yasser Arafat kissing Saddam Hussein replayed again and again because I understood by then what this would mean for all of us.

We heard about Bustanji and Waleed after the war was over; after liberation had occurred in all its glory and retreating troops had been strafe-bombed along the Mutla’a ridge road near the desert where we had tried to have family picnics. We heard about them after ancient Iraqi cities had been bombed, scud missiles had fallen on Tel Aviv and the sky above Kuwait had billowed oil clouds for weeks.

We heard about Bustanji and Waleed after Dad’s family had been told to leave, had had their residency withdrawn, and their belongings loaded into trucks, together with several hundreds of thousands of others. We heard about Bustanji and Waleed after the endless number of days where, after long-distance telephone calls we sat together imagining Dad’s family moving into unemployment in Amman with their Italian urchin paintings, their photos of my grandfather in a fez, their crocheted tissue paper holders and their miniature Domes of the Rock.

We heard about Bustanji and Waleed from Tawfeeq. Tawfeeq had returned to Kuwait on his French passport and had told Dad after he reported on the looting of our house. I had heard Dad tell Mama from outside their room,

‘They took Waleed.’

‘Bustanji’s son? But why?’

‘Why? Well, I don’t believe there was any reason as such. It wasn’t like that. It sounds like these youths were just mad at all Palestinians. It had nothing to do with anything Waleed had done. You know they felt we had been disloyal to them, that we had supported their invader, I suppose. They wanted to retaliate, like a vendetta. It seems they were armed and they drove into Hawalli and started pulling people out of their houses, mostly young men and they must have picked up Waleed when his father was out…’

‘Where? I thought you said they did not leave each other…’

‘I suppose he was out doing the gardens, but what Tawfeeq said and I am not sure how he knows this, is that apparently when he came back the boy was gone.’ I could hear my mother take in her breath. I could hear the news reports continuing on the radio behind them but this time they were not listening.

‘Of course, Abu Waleed got very anxious and no one would tell him anything. Well, no one knew anything I suppose… and so finally he went to the police. The police couldn’t help him, but decided to start asking him questions and found out that he had been in the PLO.’ I could feel them looking at each other. I could feel my mother fearing his words.

‘No!’

‘So they kept him and Tawfeeq does not know what happened after that. He just said that the hospital was contacted to collect Abu Waleed’s body.’

‘No!’

‘Abu Waleed was old. Maybe it was the stress. Maybe his heart, who knows?’

‘And Waleed?’

‘Disappeared completely. No trace of him anywhere.’

I could not hear Dad and Mama say anything else. The voice of the radio commentator stressed and intoned his excitement to the room’s tenants. But we were not listening to that anymore. I could not see my parents either, but somehow, somehow, from the other side of the door, I could feel that inside the room my father had my mother in his arms.


BASIMA TAKRQURI

Tales from the Azzinar Quarter, 1984–1987

A special welcome

I was not yet three years old when we moved to a new house. For the first year after the move my existence was bounded by the walls of our small courtyard, and I was allowed to poke my head through the gate to steal a glance at the wide world outside only once or twice a day, depending on my luck. My little brother Basim, one year younger than me, was my inseparable companion in those days. This situation was not without its advantages: we could listen to what was happening beyond the walls of the yard without anyone ever knowing of our presence, and thus we learnt of the cruelties that the neighbourhood’s children could practise, and could devise an evil counter-plan to face them. However, we were not the only ones to prepare a strategy for the day when we would be allowed to leave the confines of the house. A gang of kids ruled the neighbourhood, and they had plans to ambush us, with the aim of forcing us to yield to their leadership.

The day of our release into the neighbourhood fell on the first Ramadan we celebrated in the new house. Our mother undertook to wash us, dress us up in matching outfits, comb our hair and proceeded to boot us out into the turmoil of the neighbourhood’s main square, where we were to sit in the sun on the blanket she had laid out for this purpose. One of the neighbourhood kids hurried to the other end of the quarter to where the teeming beehive of the Silwan Valley starts, and came back with seven other kids. He was carrying a platter with a dessert called albalooza, a milk pudding covered in coconut with pink icing, which he presented to us. The owner of the platter said, ‘Please be my guest.’ We did not take a slice despite the cake’s tempting appearance. He pushed the platter closer to our faces and uttered the magic words: ‘For free.’ Well, since it was for free we could not think of any reason not to take two little pieces and wolf them down guilelessly. The two little pieces of albalooza approached Basim’s and my mouth impatiently.

It had not escaped their resentful attention that Basim and I were clean, that we were wearing shoes, that our hair was combed, that no fluid was dripping from our noses and that we were sitting on a blanket and not on the ground. We did not have time to get acquainted with the taste of albalooza before the eyes of the seven children lit up, and they started to run around and sing in a tone full of malice and scorn: ‘A snack in your gizzard, in your mouth a lizard!’ and ‘If you eat a mouthful, you’ll get a dead mouse-ful!’ and ‘Swallow fast and gone is the fast!’ We had no idea what they were on about. We did not know what gizzard meant, nor what fasting was. Mother had neglected to inform us about Ramadan. She would feed us lunch in the kitchen, which was unusual, but would not explain why.

So we learnt a lesson that day. We found out whom we were dealing with. We took the decision to avenge our humiliation, and for this we had to work as a team and gain supremacy. We would have to achieve this with the power of our brains, not by physical strength or by force of numbers. We were cleverer than them because we listened to the stories of our older siblings and we knew how to repeat the tales to the children as if they were true and as if we were their heroes. In their gullibility they believed what Basim and I in tandem conjured up for them. Thus we managed with imagination, story-telling, a few suggestive gestures and intonations, and with perceptiveness, to overcome the many, and to launch a new era in the history of Azzinar quarter.

***

Why Abu Ahmad sleeps in the daytime

Though we risked being expelled from the neighbourhood, we had to find a solution to the Abu Ahmad Crisis. Abu Ahmad, the self-proclaimed chief of the neighbourhood, who always behaved accordingly, was an obstacle to our happiness. We had to find a way to soften his heart. At the time, he was the owner of the house my father rented for us to live in, adjoining the wall of the al-Aqsa compound, next to Ra’s al-Amood in Old Jerusalem. Abu Ahmad’s house towered over our courtyard with its many balconies and terraces, which caused him to take on the role of an omniscient deity and in that executive capacity he acquired a liking for interference in our lives. Abu Ahmad and his sons Ahmad and Mahmoud worked night shifts and consequently the father imposed a ruling on the neighbourhood that forbade children from playing in front of his house – knowing all the while that the streets of the quarter were crowded and the only space for games happened to be right in front of his house. The barrel where we fetched water to fill our balloons for water fights was in front of his house. The park with the sycamore trees, with the swing and the Grotto of Ghosts was in front of his house. Wherever we went always ended up being in front of his house. The scolding and the blame always fell on our heads: Abu Ahmad considered Basim and me to be his lowly slaves, and as far as he was concerned obedience was beyond discussion.

The question that bothered us was why does he sleep in the daytime? Why doesn’t he sleep at night like normal people and play with his friends in the daytime like the rest of us? I posed this question to my mother once and, in the midst of concentrating on the woollen sweater she was knitting, she did not give me much of an answer except for a mumbled ‘Because he wakes up at night.’ I left her to her business for a while, and then returned with the question: ‘And if he were awake in the day, would he sleep at night?’ Her answer was brief and upon hearing what she said my heart leaped with joy. I ran to the room where Basim was playing with Lego bricks and we started to hatch a plan. We let the members of our gang into the secret and waited for the great day to come.

My mother went out with four of our neighbours to visit another neighbour, Umm Jawdat. Basim and I sent out a signal to our comrades to come to our house in order to execute the plan. Its aim was to restore Abu Ahmad to his true nature that God in His wisdom had created for him. We gathered pots and spoons and all the kitchen utensils we could find to produce a loud noise. We lined up our men in formation like a battalion of scouts, and started to march in a circle around the walnut tree in the middle of our little courtyard, setting our pace to the drumming of pots and pans. The melody of a scouts’ march rose above the banging, or some discordant noise vaguely resembling that kind of musical tradition. We sang ‘Yoya’, a repetitive song we liked and which kept our spirits up to complete our worthy mission, so we gave it all our throats would permit.

We were so immersed in our task that we obviously overstepped all the lines that we had sometimes respected. This time Abu Ahmad did not come out alone: he was accompanied for the first time by his otherwise conciliatory sons. The three of them started to hurl at us all the stuff they could find on the terraces of their house, empty cans, stones – the ones that we had thrown there ourselves in the first place in revenge for Abu Ahmad’s constant shouting at us – and all the items of clothing that were hanging on the line to dry. Their reaction was a hurricane of fury and we certainly hadn’t done anything to cause them to go crazy like that. Our brothers-in-arms deserted us, and only Basim and I were left behind to receive the blows. We wanted to barricade ourselves in the house, but mother had the keys. Time was not on our side and the voices of the three men were coming closer as they descended the stairs of their house and barged into our courtyard. It was difficult to think clearly in this time of distress, but we had to choose a hiding place quickly so we ran to the small kitchen to go and tremble in there. From the voices it was clear that they had entered our house. Then suddenly our escape route opened in front of us like a miracle: the window of the kitchen gave onto the yard of Abu Ahmad, who would never think that we would escape from him by going straight to the lion’s den. We jumped out of the window despite the pain, and we ran away through the gate of Abu Ahmad’s garden to the house of Umm Jawdat. Our legs barely carried us.

As children, our way of life in the neighbourhood was at odds with Abu Ahmad’s disposition, and it follows logically from this that his disposition was at odds with our life. Thus our days were connected by the thread of stories built upon our mutual hatred. He would throw at us anything that came to his right hand and we would outdo each other in elaborate theories concerning the possible reasons for his proclivity to sleep during the day. When we grew weary of the violent responses our actions provoked from Abu Ahmad and from our parents, we looked for more indirect ways of testing his sleeping patterns. We would devise strategies that no one could pin on us. Our most reliable colleague in this line of work was Abu Ahmad’s donkey. We nicknamed it al-Az’aka, which is a Hebrew word for ‘alarm siren’. We only had to pull its tail or hit it twice or thrice with a hose for it to emit the most formidable braying, and then each child would escape at high speed to the safety of his house. The poor donkey served as means of transport for Abu Ahmad to travel who knows where, and despite its service its braying would be recompensed with stones that should have been destined for us, and the effect of the throwing was usually to intensify the braying. Finally Abu Ahmad would be compelled to call one of his sons to lead the donkey away and tie it up somewhere at the other end of the quarter.

***

A fine mess

Her name was Arrasan and we did not know her by any other name. At the time, we associated this name with a vague concept of authority. This connotation was necessarily derived from the woman’s overbearing manner and her physical strength. The connection will become clear with a little explanation. Arrasan means ‘the bridle’, the contraption that comprises a component called the bit, a metal piece that is inserted into a donkey’s mouth when it is harnessed, and which is used to rein the animal. Now if one considers that Arrasan was the wife of Abu Ibrahim, the owner of the shop, the yoke of marriage therefore bonded Abu Ibrahim to her, and if she was the bridle, then he was the donkey, and not only did she harness him for her purposes, but also all their numerous offspring. We didn’t know much about Abu Ibrahim, except that he was the bald old shopkeeper who spent his days sleeping in front of his shop, propped up in a chair with his hands resting on his substantial belly. It was because Abu Ibrahim slept all the time that what happened did happen.

We woke up that morning, along with everyone else in the neighbourhood, to the sound of terrible screams. All the children of the neighbourhood, together with the boys, the men, the young girls and the women, all had but one wish: to be spared from the wrath of whoever was behind those screams. In a few minutes the children and grandchildren of Arrasan swamped the streets of the quarter, running around like headless chickens. Like the giant superhero in a street theatre, Arrasan emerged amongst them, holding a black whip and hitting everything within reach.

The news of this event spread with amazing speed, and on its path it acquired added information gathered from the confessions of the children who were caught and who proclaimed their innocence in a loud voice, who hastily divulged all they knew of the plot, or who screamed out about their share in it. The children had conspired to steal the grandmother’s money that was guarded vigilantly by Abu Ibrahim sleeping in front of his shop door while Arrasan was supervising the cleaning of the family house in preparation for the approaching religious celebrations. That day ended with a strict ban on the grandchildren entering the shop, and the cutting of the pocket money Arrasan granted to her sons. For seven days we did not see any of the grandchildren, who disappeared from the public eye, embarrassed by the bumps and bruises sustained by their battered bodies.

The impact of this incident on the neighbourhood was tremendous. Nothing in the world could induce the neighbour hood’s children and youngsters to approach Abu Ibrahim’s shop anymore. Kids would avoid mixing with the indicted grandchildren for fear of being accused of involvement. Above all, no one dared to walk down the street if Arrasan’s cane was heard knocking on the pavement.

All this explains Basim’s going into hiding in a closet on the afternoon of the Purim holiday.

Most of the residents of the neighbourhood would watch the Purim carnival from the vantage point of the large boulder called Azzinar. The rock was flat like a stage from the side of the town, but steep like a mountain from the side of the rubbish dump and the trees toward Sultan Suleiman’s Springs. Because the show was fun to watch and the spot was conducive to the exchange of gossip, curses and jokes, all the children would scramble to squeeze themselves in among the crowd of onlookers, and to reach the front of the stone for the best view.

That day Basim and I took up our habitual place in the front row and we didn’t let anyone get in front of us. This caused one of Arrasan’s grandchildren to become somewhat agitated and to light within him the fire of revenge, as he considered we had violated his right to the hereditary position of dominance. The poor boy decided to confront the head of the trespassers, and to demonstrate his power over us he pretended to gently push me overboard so as to frighten me a little, and then caught me before I fell over into the rubbish heap in the ditch under the rock. I didn’t cry out. I tugged at his shirt and gave him such a fierce glare that he gripped his uncle’s leg in fear. Yet my counteraction did not satisfy Basim, loyal deputy to the gang’s chief, and he decided to do what had to be done. I didn’t quite catch the precise sequence of events at that point, but then suddenly I heard a scream and a malignant chuckle. I automatically looked around for Basim, but he was nowhere to be seen. Luckily our house was not far from Azzinar. When it dawned upon me what had happened, I ran home with all my might, especially when I caught a glimpse of Arrasan’s skirts approaching at the top of the street and the cries of her grandson filled the neighbourhood. It was clear that a hurricane was about to be unleashed. My brother had pushed the child into the rubbish dump under the rock, which caused him some physical, and even greater psychological, discomfort. Azzinar’s children had nothing but their sharp tongues to wag and their bare feet to dance on the main square of the neighbourhood in glee when someone fell for a trick or into a trap.

As usual, my mother was diligently weaving wool on her machine when she saw me burst in with an expression of horror stamped on my face while I desperately fumbled with the lock before Arrasan could reach the door. My paralysing nervousness prevented me from successfully operating the lock, so I resorted to shutting myself in the toilet, while my mother was left standing in front of Arrasan trying to understand what had brought her fury down upon our house. Arrasan spoke but one sentence: ‘Where is he?’ My mother attempted to prevent Arrasan from searching for him under the mattresses and behind the kitchen door, and from breaking down the toilet door because she mistook me for him, hiding inside. I emitted a horrified scream to the effect of ‘Aren’t you ashamed, opening the door of the toilet while I’m in here doing my …’ I don’t know how my mother managed to assuage Arrasan’s rage, and to persuade her to sit down a minute for a cup of coffee. Arrasan didn’t stop threatening, ‘I’ll roast him alive when I find him; I’ll chop him up into little bits and feed him to the hyenas; I’ll mop the rubbish heap with him; I’ll make him eat the dirt in front of the whole neighbourhood; I’ll…’ And my mother continued to calm her, and turn her thoughts to other matters such as how her daughters were doing and how their marriages were turning out, and how many children did they have, and whom did Arrasan choose as appropriate suitors for her granddaughters, and who was totally inappropriate, until finally I heard my mother’s voice assuring us that all was clear, the woman had left and we could come out of our hiding places.

Our encounter with Arrasan landed us in one fine mess, and as a result we had to remain indoors for several days, following the situation in the neighbourhood closely through the walls of the courtyard.

Translated by Nancy Hawker


NUHA SAMARA

The Tables Outlived Amin

I would never have known had I not opened Amin’s ‘old chest’ and found it crammed full of weapons …

‘A dreamer and idealist’. That’s how Amin would introduce me to his friends. He said it when I first met him at the magazine where I worked as a film critic. He was dressed in dirty clothes that day and had long hair. I heard he had just been released from jail, having been locked up on political charges, and was looking for somewhere to live. He looked wretched and I felt moved to shelter him. I suggested the idea to him.

‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘I’ll gratefully take you up on that until I arrange somewhere for myself.’

‘A dreamer and idealist’. He was right. He moved in with the old chest that very same day. ‘It contains my day to day things,’ he said timidly. ‘Idealist’ turned out to be a fitting description. I didn’t doubt him for a moment, in spite of the pamphlets that entered the house with his friends. Even when he confessed to having spent two years in jail as a political prisoner and was absent for three days in a row during the week the explosions intensified, the idealist believed …

Could Amin be involved in the fighting behind the cordon? Could he be a sniper firing shots from a window of a building? Could he be planning the next battle?

I couldn’t believe it!

At night, as the city slept to the sound of bombs exploding all around, I’d sit with him drinking araq, whose smell he so detested. When I was drunk he would tease me. ‘The araq you drink every evening, you just use it to escape the political reality.’ I would deny the charge and go on ‘dreaming’ that only art has the power to change the political situation. Artists are revolutionaries too in their own way, revolutionaries who sully their hands with art instead of weapons, blood, and … and …and …

Could my only friend have sullied his hands with blood? Why? What for?

I couldn’t believe it!

Could Amin be setting the city alight while I watched its leftover corpses, dead or alive? I’d watch, not callously like Nero, but as Cavafy viewed Ithaca or al-Siyab regarded the village Jaykur; she was like a lush green field whose beauty we do not appreciate until we are separated from it. Years away in Paris taught me what it means to belong to a city and here I was watching it being destroyed.

‘You don’t believe in this war. Why don’t you leave?’ Amin once said to me.

‘When Beirut was a beautiful princess promising love and sunshine everyone adored her,’ I replied. ‘But when the cancer we call “Civil War” took root in her everyone fled, even her own children … But for me she has become more beautiful through her illness, with more dimensions. Today her body is eaten with tumours and pus, yet I lust after her more than ever.’

‘When the war is over and the guns have gone quiet the tumours to which you refer will be all that is left. Beirut’s peace is more noxious than her war,’ said Amin.

His words had no effect on me … I was too proud to be one of the select few destiny had singled out to witness firsthand important events in their homeland’s history … I was living the history my children would read about in books … What a crown to wear! I’d make my mark on the city by not leaving her when she ceased to provide me with peace and safety … Yet for all that I thought only of myself, of my day-to-day needs – securing food, drink and survival. Intelligence now meant keeping your head clear of the knife. My relations with the outside world diminished. Amin became my world, his presence, his words, his sounds. ‘I’m made for bachelorhood … Most of my friends have married since the war began. Maybe I should have done the same and married Huda. But Huda is miles away. She chose “the wealthy emigrant”.’

How I long for a woman, for the touch of skin, for springs of affection. How I yearn for a woman. A touch would release my fear and desire … But the lack of one meant Amin could invade my life and take it over – him, his friends and their noisy debates … till I’d escape to write poetry. I just about made ends meet with my salary from the newspaper while it lasted. I would spend half of it and hide the other half. As for Amin, he was excessively austere. Gazing at the chest one day, he commented: ‘Man could live on very little if greed didn’t consume him. The problem with people today is they want too much!’

I couldn’t believe it!

The chest was full of weapons. These, then, were man’s bare essentials, instruments of murder. As for the pretext for his absences, he claimed he was editing articles for the party newspaper, for which he received a trifling sum of money, and stayed there overnight.

‘Why do you work so hard for so little when you could do so many other things?’ I once asked him.

‘I won’t discuss ideologies with you as you detest them…’ he replied. ‘But look at the map of our country. You’ll see it is vast and full of political problems…’

Amin objected to my escapism. Art was just a way of avoiding the ‘real issue’ and I was just another dreamer who cared a great deal about the nation’s disappointments but had found a means of escape in journalism and writing film reviews. It was the same with all our people… Everyone found his own way out. But that day our debate exploded into an argument.

‘I’ve chosen my path and you won’t succeed in changing it. So leave me in peace!’ I threw back at him viciously.

And from then on he did indeed leave me in peace. Our conversations were limited to women, art and memories of before the war … If I asked him about some political event or consulted him about what would happen next, he would say, ‘Read the newspaper. It has all the details.’

One day, I secluded myself in my bedroom and tried to write a poem. When I finished I was surprised to find it packed with the language of war, blood, conspiracy, explosions and bullets. I knew Amin was right. People cannot escape the reality in which they live. I heard the sound of his friends in the other room debating as usual. I felt the urge to join them so went and knocked lightly on the door. I opened it to find a set of alarmed faces. ‘It’s you! You frightened us,’ one of them shouted.

Who did they expect? The police … I could barely believe it. I should have realised there and then that they were a dangerous organisation directly involved in the war … and not had to wait for Amin to be absent for two days without notice for me to open the chest, looking for one of his friends’ telephone numbers to ask after him, and discover the naked truth …

Yet I missed him terribly. Why can emotion not speak the language of reason? He deserved to be banished from my house, to take all his filth and walk away. I had made my attitude to politics, life and the war clear to him several times and treated him as if he owned the house. I did not even let him contribute to the rent! I allowed his friends to visit whenever they wanted and sometimes made them coffee. I liked them because of Amin. They resembled him in their modest outward appearances, the fire that burned in their eyes and their enthusiasm, which appeared to go no further than debating politics. All of them, then, were involved in the killing and the burning of Beirut. I should have realised this before opening the chest. Once, one of Amin’s friends summoned me. His name was Fu’ad and he was the friendliest to me of the group. I had often read him my poems. ‘Come sit with us,’ he said. ‘We’d love to listen to you talk. You’re the peace-lover, the denier, the dreamer.’

‘What’s your view on revolutionaries?’ Amin went on.

I addressed my reply to him directly: ‘Dreamers and revolutionaries are one of a kind. They both know about change.’

‘But a revolutionary initiates change while a dreamer simply goes on dreaming,’ responded Fu’ad. ‘A revolutionary pursues action and reaps the fruit of his efforts but a dreamer, if he is educated …’

‘Most of them are educated,’ cut in Amin, ‘he observes, analyses and passes judgment on the failings of revolutionaries from the comfort of his armchair.’

This was the debate they loved. I could not see how I could carry on the game with them. Once I tried to use my knowledge of films and quoted the Italian film director, Rosi, the one who was thrown out of the Italian Communist Party. I told them he used his film Revolution is Not Always Right to vindicate his and others’ expulsion from the Party.

Before I could finish my sentence they went for me, scornfully dismissing Rosi. They were like my colleagues at the magazine – quick to jump to conclusions and apportion blame. As I stood up to leave I made a remark that struck Amin: ‘My grandfather once told me that when you are young you blame everything. When you mature you blame yourself. And when you get old, you forgive yourself and others.’

‘Old man. The amount of filth in this city leaves no room for the vessel of forgiveness,’ Amin replied pensively.

Had the vessel overflowed so much that Amin should now carry weapons and kill?

I could not believe it. If Huda was still there I could have consulted her about what to do. I had forgotten women within the walls of that house. The only woman left was the owner of the apartment who undressed at the end of the evening with the light on. I had once contemplated her with Amin and felt my body fill with a pleasure I had almost forgotten, as though ants were crawling through my veins. That day, Amin and I discussed his love life. He seemed to know a lot about women. I remember him saying: ‘If I use a woman as a plaything I’m happy but she gets upset. But if I make her my girlfriend I’m prisoner to her world and her rules … Women are stronger in the end. They are the only inspiration, truth and relief amidst this nightmare.’ Then, as though he sensed my hidden jealousy, he said:

‘It’s difficult to let your veil drop in front of a man. Women listen but their ears are not as good as yours …’

How I missed him. But when he came back I would tell him our friendship was no excuse for the way he had used me. He must find somewhere else to pursue his criminal activities. There was nothing to stop him taking his chest and disappearing. Then the taste of our friendship would not be spoiled by the sense of his using me.

***

I sat all day preparing the calm, measured speech I would deliver to him when he returned. Night had hardly arrived bringing with it the roar of explosions when I heard the sound of keys in the door. Despite efforts to calm myself I still looked furious. Amin looked into my face:

‘You have discovered what is in the chest, haven’t you?’ he said.

Before I could answer he began: ‘I know what you’re thinking. I know what you suspect … But trust me, I didn’t want to use you or drag you into a war you refuse to be a part of … The war is out of anyone’s control. It has become as complicated as a ball of tangled, coloured thread and we cannot but get involved and join the fight. It has entered a new phase and you will not be able to watch and mull it over from the sidelines anymore. You may deny it but the fact is you belong to a place, the region in which you live, to the party line of the newspaper where you work, your particular culture and education, your religious identity, and your friends.’ He pointed to himself. ‘Armed men from the Second Division may invade your life and, whether you acknowledge or deny it, they will see you as an opponent even if you aren’t. How will you protect yourself? How will you sustain the noble-mindedness I know in you so well? Can this building hold weapons levelled at women and children?’

‘If you don’t uphold your politics and refuse, as you do, to acknowledge them, do you not also betray your people? What remains of you then? A man who watches life in dismay from the window of his house. Time passes, the civil war drags on. He grows old along with it and becomes as sick and disfigured as it does. Your inner soul would be its mirror image …’

Amin stood up sharply. He opened his chest, took out a machine gun and loaded it with bullets. He approached me and said quietly, trying hard to be compassionate:

‘I owe you a lot. Before I leave with my chest I must ensure your safety. Keep this machine gun. I want to give you my personal revolver too. You can’t say when you will need it. You don’t know how they will force you into this war … He who refuses to acknowledge, take notice and engage in practical reality is not a “dreamer” but a fool …’

Amin left the machine gun and revolver on the table and sat back down.

‘The organisation has arranged somewhere for me to live,’ he mumbled. ‘There is a car waiting to take me and the chest. I’ll come back this evening – we can drink araq together. I have left some papers. I will collect them this evening and we can talk. If you still want to be friends …’

He came up and hugged me tightly. He squeezed my hand and I knew I wanted nothing more than for him to remain there with me … But he quickly disappeared.

I returned to the spot where he left his machine gun, revolver and cigarette ends and where the smell of his breath and echo of his resounding laughter lingered …

The sight of the machine gun stirred disgust in me. What is the use of an instrument I cannot work properly – you may as well give a car to someone who cannot drive … I would never get involved. If armed men came here I would flee to my family in the mountains, even though I had lost touch with them … Once, when Amin was trying to convince me to join his organisation, my only defence was my hatred of politics and its perils … and my desire to be free and independent in my convictions and allegiances. That day, possibly for the first time, he flew into a rage at me.

‘Escapism may be enough for you,’ he shouted. ‘We were born into oppression. Our salvation lies in getting rid of it. Your escapism is a delusive means of keeping yourself happy. You use it to reduce your problems – exploitation at the hands of the newspaper editor who soaks up your talents daily in return for a measly salary, confusion between the principles of your relatives who have got rich in Africa and your more progressive ideas, inability to complete your film-directing studies even though when I saw the one documentary film you’ve made I thought it was exceptional. These problems are not poetic – they are political … The newspaper editor would not squeeze you so hard if you didn’t work in his corrupt organisation. Your relatives would not have emigrated to Africa if their native country could provide their daily bread. You could be the next Visconti if the city offered its children the same opportunities.’

When he had calmed down he looked at me. I went and got a glass of araq and began gulping it down. My tongue let loose all the wrongs I had suffered, my gifts, my rotten opportunities. I cast off the veils protecting ‘my illusory happiness’ and fell asleep, repeating to myself, ‘Why does man analyse himself? To arrive at one conviction? How wretched this life is.’

Amin, Amin. His words, opinions, presence, absence had come to populate me. He was in my bloodstream, circulating round and round my heart and arteries. Connections with people are like snares laid to hurt you and leave you torn in two. His departure from the house was better than his staying. I had to break free of his ghost. He was stronger than me. His convictions were more fixed. But he knew nothing of real struggle, and this meant I could not but follow him …

I hid the machine gun and revolver. I saw the revolver was loaded too. The sound of bombs going off all over the place suddenly made me aware night had come. The doorbell rang. It was Amin, wrecked with exhaustion. He came in and threw himself down on the chair. ‘Fetch us a glass of araq,’ he faltered.

Amin began gulping down the araq in a manner quite unlike him. I heard him sigh deeply from time to time. He remained silent for a long while, so I did too. I concentrated on the roar of explosions. The bombs grew louder. I interrupted his silence, ‘It is really flaring up tonight. Do you have news about what is happening?’

With enormous difficulty, in a deep voice that seemed to belong to someone else he said: ‘They are bombing al-Naba’a. My family is there. My mother, father, sister and little brother.’

I knew nothing of his family. ‘They left their village in the south after enemies from the village and from outside started bombing it.’

‘Are you sure they are in al-Naba’a?’

‘Yes. I visited them the day before yesterday, and arranged a place for them there two weeks ago.’

‘Is the battle going on in their neighbourhood?’

‘Yes.’

He fell silent. He went on swigging araq, his lips moving as though he was counting. His silence weighed heavily on me so I spoke up again: ‘Can’t you do anything?’

‘The battle came as a surprise to our allies. Our organisation is not involved.’

‘What will you do?’

‘I’m forced, by military command, to wait until the fighting has died down. Then I can go and search for them.’

‘Let’s both go.’

‘I don’t want to force my problems on you.’

The explosions got louder. Every bomb that dropped was a stab in the heart.

After a little while Amin took off his shoes, stretched himself out on the sofa and closed his eyes. I did the same on the other sofa and soon fell asleep … I woke up a little later to a nightmare. I looked in Amin’s direction but he had disappeared. His shoes were where he had left them, as was his packet of cigarettes. I called his name but he did not answer. I understood. I looked at the clock. It was four-fifteen in the morning. The explosions were still rumbling outside. I realised where he had gone … I had to reach Fu’ad! I went out and headed for his house nearby. I climbed the stairs panting with thirst … Amin could not wait. The araq had clouded his judgment and he had raced off without his shoes. But how …? I looked at the clock and saw it was almost five … I pricked up my ears to hear the paperboy. His yelling voice arrived with the break of dawn and I hurried to him and bought a copy of the day’s paper. The headlines read: ‘Fierce battle in al-Naba’a. Dozens killed and injured.’ I devoured the words on the page. His name was not there. Only the houses that had collapsed on their owners were mentioned … After a few minutes I heard footsteps on the stairs. Fu’ad’s weary face came into view.

‘Where were you?’

‘At the organisation’s headquarters.’

‘Where’s Amin?’

He did not answer. Instead, he got his keys out of his pocket and entered in a trance. I followed him in …

‘Where’s Amin?’

‘He dived into the battle in al-Naba’a to look for his family. The allies thought he was from the other side and killed him …’

‘He was killed by one of his own comrades’ bullets?’

‘Yes.’

I screamed and burst into floods of tears. Fu’ad stroked my shoulders as I wailed like a woman. My sobs grew louder and louder. He tried to calm me down: ‘He died a martyr … He is not the first and won’t be the last. The path of martyrdom is long … You love him don’t you? We all loved him … he died a martyr … There is still a long way to go …’

I left Fu’ad mourning his friend and himself … words … words … I raced to my house: the chairs and tables were in the same place; his shoes, cigarette box, cigarette ends, the echo of his resounding laughter were all still there! But … he… wasn’t!

I went to the drawer of the desk where he kept his important papers. It was locked. I broke it open and took out a list of collaborators wanted by Amin’s organisation. I read the list and memorised the names of two people whose addresses I knew from working at the newspaper…

I took the revolver Amin had given me, recalling his words: ‘You can’t isolate yourself from this war.’ I hurried out. I felt an oppressive need to kill. Anger shook me like a bird in pursuit of its prey. My heart was beating like a drum. I arrived at the house of the first man in question, tidied my messy hair and rang the bell. A young woman opened the door. I asked her politely:

‘Is Mr … at home? Can you inform him I have come on an important matter …’

I had not finished my sentence before his shadow appeared in the hall. I pointed the revolver at him. The shadow fell to the ground covered in blood. I rushed off trying to get ahead of the young woman’s shrieks. I started raving like a lunatic … I stopped at the entrance to a building and entered it to gather my breath … After a few minutes I had recovered. The second man’s house was miles away. I would have to take a taxi …

I walked back out, glancing around frightened … The pedestrians were frightened too … A city gripped with fear. I stopped a taxi. The driver said the house was far and lay in the line of fire but he would take me there for twenty-five lira … I accepted and the car sped off to its destination …

Translated by Christina Phillips


JEAN SAID MAKDISI

Pietà

This is a fictional non-fiction story. Or, if you like, a non-fiction fictional story. The outline and some details of it are true, others are invented to fill in the blank spaces created by forgetfulness or oblivion, or both. If you were to ask me which is which, which detail true and which invented, I would not know. It is so easy to make a fictional person true, or turn a real person into a fiction. What is truth anyway, in a story, and what is fiction? Is not fiction the ordering of an episode in life, giving it a beginning, a middle and an end, when in fact it begins at a beginning far before itself, and never ends? This story, in any case, is real. It is part of a truth that is undeniable and demonstrable.

I thought a lot about Samia during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the summer of 1982. Well, to be more truthful, I thought about her when I had time to think about something other than our own survival and the latest difficulties: no water, no electricity, constant bombardment by air, sea, and land, and a large family to deal with. I thought about her especially when they bombed the refugee camps, or when, for one reason or another, the camps were in the news. In fact, now that I think back on it, they were in the news a great deal of the time, the war being, of course, precisely about the camps and those in them.

Anyway, the first time I saw her after that dreadful summer was a few months later, after the ceasefire, after the PLO had withdrawn from Lebanon, after the Israelis had entered West Beirut and then left it, following the great massacre at Sabra and Chatila and after the first wave of resistance began to take its toll on them.

I did not recognise her at first, and only glanced in her direction as I walked by the front entrance of the bank near my home in Beirut. She was wearing a long black raincoat, under which I could see a black, high-necked rolled collar. Her head was covered, in the new ‘Islamic’ style, with a black scarf pulled low over her forehead and tied under her chin. She was wearing thick dark stockings and low chunky heels. I had become quite used to seeing women dressed like that in the last few years and had, like everyone else in my circle, given the subject some thought. It was, among other things, the sign of the growing poverty in the city, because, after all, if you wore this costume you did not have to bother with fashion or variety any more. Of course there were other reasons for donning this costume, including religious piety, rebellious rejection of the old order, sympathy with the growing resistance. Who knows why each one wore it?

In any case, whatever the reason, so many women had taken to this form of attire that on this particular occasion I did no more than note her standing there. As I passed her, however, I felt her gaze on me and turned slightly. You know what it is like, when someone is staring at you as you walk by and wills you to look at them. Now, as though in obedience to her will, my eyes met hers, and I recognised her at last.

Her costume was so severe and gloomy, and gave her an air of detachment and distance so different from her usual appearance, that my first thought was to note how strange she looked. Because she often wore the cast-off clothing given to her by my elegant and worldly cousin Nadia, through whom I had first met Samia, I had always seen her almost fashionably dressed. She had been blessed with fine features, large eyes under thick, gracefully arched eyebrows, an aquiline nose, wide round forehead, high cheekbones, and a clear, transparent complexion that would have been the envy of any fashion model. All of this refinement was now rather disguised by the scarf she wore so close over her face that it created a different set of proportions. Her nose seemed larger, her eyes smaller, and I could barely see her forehead.

When at last I recognised her, and recovered from the shock of her strange appearance, I rushed to embrace her, greeting her with the usual ‘Hamdillah ala salamtik’, ‘Thank God for your safety’. Then I took a little step backwards and, contemplating her clothes, asked, tentatively, almost afraid of my own question: ‘But Samia, why are you wearing black?’

As long as I live, I shall not forget her answer. Nor shall I ever forget the manner of it: ‘lil awlad,’ she answered. ‘For the children.’

She said the phrase softly, but there was a musicality to it, a gentle cadence, that put me immediately in mind of a mother singing a lullaby to her babies. ‘For the children.’ It was as though in a search for consolation she was embracing the words instead of the persons, as though in uttering the word ‘al awlad’, ‘the children’, as though she was singing it, sweet memories would overcome bitter ones, and she could undo the dreadful fact. I stared dumbly at her, and, as the shock waves rolled over me, I noted that she was certainly younger than I had remembered her to be, that her face was still beautiful, and that today it seemed as reposed as any I had ever seen. A gentle, mild, barely discernible smile seemed to … what? Light through it. Yes, light: that is the word I have been searching for. There was a light in her face, or a light emanating from her face, from behind that grim black scarf, and altogether I had the impression of composure, almost an other-worldliness I found totally bewildering. Perhaps she had repeated her statement so often that she had grown numb to its meaning, or perhaps, in the endless sorrow of her life, now deepened by the death of her children, she had found a kind of solace in the telling.

I struggled for words, and of course could find none except the banal question I fumbled toward. ‘What happened?’ I asked her, trying not to show my emotions, trying desperately not to upstage hers with mine.

Someone pushed me a bit to the side, and I realised that we were partially blocking the entrance to the bank. I took her hand and led her a few steps away so we could talk without interruption. She told me her story in very few words with no elaboration, no sign of emotion, merely a brief recitation of the facts, which took her only a few seconds to communicate.

‘Mohammed died when the Israelis attacked the airport. He was one of the young men,’ she used the customary appellation for the resistance fighters, ‘al shabab,’ ‘who held up the Israeli advance there.’ A moment’s pause. ‘Khalid died in the sports stadium.’ Another brief pause.

It was perhaps those short pauses between each doleful sentence, together with that gentle, musical cadence of her soft voice that I have already mentioned, that brought to my mind the image of a mother tucking her children into bed, one by one, as she said their names.

‘Fawwaz died at home. He was only fifteen and was not fighting, but there was an air-raid and …’

Her voice, though not faltering, seemed to fade away, and I could not tell whether it was because my mind could absorb no more, or because she was unable to complete her sentence. But she took a breath and continued.

‘Husni was wounded. He lost a leg and a lot of blood. They took him to Romania for treatment. I have had no news of him. I do not know if he is alive.’

I could not bring myself to utter the usual words of condolence. In the face of this they would sound banal, hollow, and they did not enter my mind until now, when I am writing about that meeting, rethinking it, remembering what she said and what I said. And what I did not say.

‘What about your daughters?’ I asked, dazed, my voice sounding to me as though it were coming from far away. ‘How are they?’

‘Hamdillah. Thank God. I think they are well. I have had no news of them since they left.’ Noting my puzzlement she added quickly: ‘They are in Tunis. They followed their husbands.’ I knew that she had two married daughters, and that their husbands were in the resistance. When the PLO fighters were evacuated from Lebanon and sent to Tunis, some of their women were allowed to follow later.

‘But what about Lamia?’ I asked, remembering that this girl could not have been more than thirteen or so.

‘When the boys died and the men were preparing to leave, we thought it best to send her along, but they only allowed married women to join their husbands. So I married her to our neighbour’s son, and she went with her sisters.’

‘So who do you have with you?’ I asked, knowing the answer already, but fighting for time to avoid having to say anything, not having anything to say. I could barely speak and could scarcely hear my own voice.

‘No one,’ she replied. ‘No one is left.’

There was something extraordinarily accepting in her words. I could detect in them no anger, no hatred, no horror, no refusal, no rebellion, just a vast all-embracing acceptance, and a cosmic patience in which all the sorrows of the world were enfolded. She put me in mind of Gilgamesh, the ancient epic hero, who, at first utterly refusing, on behalf of himself and all mankind, the fact of death, had ended up at last accepting his own and our mortality. When his beloved friend and brother died he had refused to bury him, refused to accept the finality of his death. Then he sought the secret with which to defeat death, and undertook a long, harrowing journey through dark mountains and over wide valleys, fighting along his way preternatural monsters dug out from the imaginative depths of a terrified humanity, and fighting also the temptation to forget about death, merely to live on, mindlessly enjoying what there was to enjoy in this life. At last he found the secret of immortal life, but in a moment’s carelessness lost it again. That is when he surrendered to mortality at last, embracing it on our behalf. This is our fate, and we must accept it. Standing there that winter morning, I found my mind wandering, and I recited silently some lines from the ancient poem.

I did not notice at first that it had begun to rain. So stunned was I by her story, that I was standing still, frozen to the ground, unable to move a muscle, still staring obtusely at Samia. Gradually I became aware of the gentle drizzle that was wetting my hair, and knew that it would soon turn inevitably into the usual Beirut downpour. A few moments later the deluge began, and she nudged me towards the protective awning of the shop next to the bank. It was only then that, forced out of my stupor, I realised that she was talking to me, asking for my help, inquiring of me what she should do to find a way out of her dilemma.

She had no money, not a penny, and she did not know what to do.

For years, ever since her husband had been killed in a resistance operation against the Israelis, she had been granted a small allowance by the PLO as the widow of a shaheed, or martyr to the cause. She had supplemented this income with the little dressmaking business that Nadia had patronised. I too had become used to going to her, though, unlike Nadia, I had never entrusted her with making a dress or skirt from scratch, and used to go to her shop only for minor alterations, to have a hem taken up, or a waistband taken in. Actually the place was not really hers, nor was it a proper shop, merely a little corner of a dry-goods store just outside the perimeter of the refugee camp where she lived. There she parked herself with an ancient sewing machine and did what she could to earn a living with which to raise her numerous children. She sent them, of course, to the UNRWA schools in the refugee camp, and when they were sick, she took them to the UNRWA doctors. As they grew older, she had placed the boys, one by one, as apprentices with one or another of her neighbours in the camp to learn useful trades. One had become a plumber, another an electrician, the third a carpenter.

As the girls also grew older she tried to find employment for them in domestic work, but they rebelled against this lowly profession and made life impossible for their mother and any potential employers: I know this because I was one of those employers. I had reluctantly acceded to her wish that I should take one of her girls home with me: when I first refused, she almost begged me, telling me that at least she would know that the girl would have a roof over her head, make a reasonably decent wage, and be treated honourably by me and my family. Also, of course, she would have one less mouth to feed. The girl, Majida, had proved difficult, sullen and contrary, and soon I returned her to her mother, who promptly married her off, rather against her will, I think. Her younger sister, who had with the same results been assigned to an equally reluctant Nadia, became her mother’s assistant in the business, helping her with the hems, sewing on buttons, and ironing, until she too was married off, also against her will. It was not that the girls did not like their husbands: it was that they had other ambitions. But the refugee camp was, after all, not the place for young women to be granted their wishes, nor a place for anyone to fulfil even the most modest personal ambitions.

Between the fact that the girls were gradually being married off, and therefore there were fewer mouths to feed, and the fact that the boys were working and providing a small income to add on to hers, the family was able to live tolerably, making ends meet, if only just.

Until now. Now her sons were dead, and her daughters had gone away. Her home had been destroyed during the bombardments. So had the shop in which she had set up her little business, and with it her sewing machine and all her supplies. Now she had not the means to buy a new one, or even a pair of scissors, needles and thread, and was living off the hospitality of one of the few families in the camp whose home had not been destroyed. It was they who had insisted that she don the clothes she was now wearing: they were not particularly religious, but were being assisted by one of the Islamic organisations that had come into our lives since the war began, filling up the void left by the violence and the absence of other political authority. This family was growing impatient with her presence, and making it clear that, though they felt with her, the time was drawing near when she had to get on with her life and make her own way, earning her own living and finding another home for herself.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ she said with a small, gentle smile.

The emotional neutrality of her voice that had earlier astonished me, the total absence of rancour, the blank look on her face, were now replaced by her palpable anxiety over her practical situation.

I had no idea what she should do. I had lived such a privileged life that I was totally unfamiliar with the processes of poverty. Beyond buying raffle tickets at charity dinners, beyond writing a cheque now and then to charitable organisations, I had never had anything directly to do with the poor and the dispossessed. Oh yes. I had always rolled up the windows in my car, and locked the doors as I drove through the city, especially when I saw a beggar at a crossroads, but beyond that I knew nothing.

And, to tell you the truth, I was so dumbfounded by her losses that I found it a bit odd that she should be concerned now about money, about her financial standing instead of mourning her dead sons and missing her absent daughters whom she would probably never see again. I was a bit disconcerted to find that my sorrow and shock seemed greater than hers. Oh I know it wasn’t really so, and merely appeared to be, but still, it wounded me a little.

The rain had lifted, and it was now a gentle drizzle again. In a minute the sun would come out, for a while at least, until it grew dark and the downpour began again. Remembering myself, now, I fumbled in my handbag for my wallet. A few months before it would have been unthinkable that I should offer her this kind of demeaning direct charity, but now, mumbling something about her buying something for the house, I pulled out of my wallet whatever bank notes were there and, painfully embarrassed, handed them to her furtively. My action did not seem to wound her pride in the least, however, or perhaps she was beyond pride. She took the money without even a murmur of dissent or any other kind of seemly hesitation. Not looking to see how much I had given her, she stuffed the notes directly into the shabby black handbag she was carrying, thanking me politely. I struggled to think of what else to say or do.

‘Would you like to come to my house?’ I asked, and then almost immediately felt the desire to bite my tongue out for having made the thoughtless offer without thinking it through. I may as well have said, ‘Would you like to come and be my servant?’ Much to my relief, she did not respond as I half-expected her to do.

‘No. Thank you very much,’ she said, smiling that gentle smile of hers. ‘I have to get back to the house. They are expecting me.’

‘But what are you going to do?’ I asked, getting desperate for a way out of this situation.

‘I need to get back to work. I shall see if I can find employment somewhere as a dressmaker.’ Then looking expectantly at me, she asked: ‘Do you know anyone?’

‘No. But perhaps if you try Mrs …’ I had remembered a friend of mine who was involved in a charity that ran a workshop for women who did handwork in return for a small wage. I gave her the address of the organisation, and the telephone number of my friend, promising her that I would give the latter a call to make sure she helped. She nodded, quiet and passive as ever, took the scrap of paper on which I had written the name and telephone number of my friend and stuffed it into her handbag without looking at it, just as she had the money.

Beyond that I really had nothing to offer in terms of helpful information, so I stopped trying. My desperation seemed so much greater than hers that in the end I found myself wanting more than anything else to get away from her. It was not that I could not bear all that grief, all that suffering; it was that I could not bear her silence or her gallantry or her patience or whatever it was that made her reaction so strange to me. She was anxious to get on with her life, anxious to make a living, and I was still stuck in the mire of the pain that she seemed to have outgrown, or overcome, or accepted. I did not know how to handle her stoicism, or whatever it was: I would have been so much more comfortable had she been crying, sobbing, tearing her hair, beating her breast, expressing the cruelty of her losses. That sort of noisy, active mourning would have filled up the empty space between us: it would have given me something to do, something to say to her. Her quiet acceptance, her quiet, passive demeanour, her coolly looking for employment, for a way to get on with life, made that great hole of despair, already so black and deep, yawn ever wider over an abyss that terrified me as it beckoned. It opened up more and more, wider and wider, gaping at me, as if it would swallow me up, pull me down to the depths of hell, towards the desire for revenge, and thus towards damnation.

‘Allah bi dabir,’ she replied quietly. God will provide.

We said goodbye there as the clouds began to gather again. ‘We had better get home before the rain starts again,’ I said lamely.

‘Yes,’ she nodded. We embraced quickly, and then she turned and walked slowly away.

I too turned and walked away, totally crushed. Then, a few minutes later, I felt a wave of panic overcome me. I turned to call her back. I could not let her go like that, could not allow her to make her way alone. I had to do something for her, to share her burden, lighten it somehow, do something to make it up to her somehow, though I had no idea what. I called to her, but she was already quite far down the street. Probably I could have caught up with her if I had tried hard enough, but I did not. What could I have done anyway?

As I stood there, I saw her meet and embrace, with the habitual kiss on both cheeks, two women who looked pretty much the same as she did. They too were wearing long black raincoats, and their heads were covered with the same black scarves. I could not tell whether this was a planned or a chance encounter, but as I stood watching they proceeded down the street away from me, arm in arm. They were like a small group of costumed characters in a play, a grotesque chorus chastising me for their suffering. They talked a little as they walked, I could see that from the way two would look at one and then another, as they answered each other in turn. It was an ordinary little scene, a banal and ordinary little scene.

As they disappeared from my sight, I felt deeply depressed. Strangely enough, my depression was tinged with a touch of envy. No sooner did I recognise it than I was overwhelmed with that same confusion that had overcome me earlier. I stood there, staring after them for some time, though for how long I do not know. Then, yearning now for the solace of my home, my own cocoon of false security, I turned and walked away.


DONIA ELAMAL ISMAEEL

Dates and Bitter Coffee

Morning came and went. Night came and stayed. Her left eye wouldn’t stop twitching. ‘God let him be all right,’ she repeated in a low voice as she busied her hands, tidying up here and there while her feet had grown tired of pacing anxiously around the house.

‘Where are you, son? It’s after two in the morning and you haven’t let me know where you are. God, make it all right. God, don’t give our enemies cause to rejoice.’

The sound of bullets like heavy rain came ominously from Jabal al-Mintar, growing louder, then fading, then returning louder than ever. She was scared of what was happening and prayed God that Salim was nowhere near the fighting. The movement of her hands grew more agitated. A tear welled up in each eye and ran down her cheeks. She wiped them away quickly when she heard the sound of her husband’s feet. He looked at her in astonishment.

‘Are you still awake? What’s wrong?’

‘Salim’s not back yet, and he hasn’t called.’

‘Perhaps he’s with one of his friends.’

‘At this time of night? And if he is, why hasn’t he been in touch? No. He’s never done this before, and it’s not safe out there. Can’t you hear the gunfire?’

‘It’s normal. It’s like that every day. In any case, what will be will be.’

‘I’m so frightened for him.’

‘Don’t worry. Our son’s a sensible lad. He won’t do anything rash.’

‘He’s a young man, and he’s getting more militant. He’s always talking about us taking revenge on the Jews. Most of his friends have joined the resistance and I’m afraid they’re leading him astray.’

‘Why are you trying to make me anxious? God protect him and the other young men like him. Come on, it’s nearly time for the dawn prayer. Say a prayer of your own first, and ask God to protect us and keep us safe.’

‘God willing.’

She performed the ritual ablutions and said a prayer asking God to protect her son Salim, but she felt in her heart that something was wrong. She was beset by waves of anxiety. She asked God to guard her from the cursed Devil once, twice, three times, but her anxiety remained, just as surely as sleep had abandoned her. She turned on the television. The satellite station al-Manar appeared on the screen in front of her. When they broadcast his name as a martyr, even though they didn’t get it quite right, her heart sank like a stone. She couldn’t scream, couldn’t say anything. The mistake with the name did nothing to halt the disaster descending without so much as a by-your-leave on her simple, peace-loving heart.

She stood there bewildered, unable to take in what she was hearing. She tried to call out to her husband, but failed, her voice coming out strangled and mutilated. She dragged herself into the other room where he was praying and prodded him in the back as he prostrated himself. When he didn’t respond the second time, she collapsed on the floor. He stopped his prayer before the end and tried to ask her what had happened, but couldn’t understand a word she said. She raised her arm, gesturing towards the room where the television was, sobbing, unaware that her face was streaked with tears.

He had a feeling it was connected with Salim, and went into the other room to find the image of his son filling the screen, looking like someone who has already submitted to his fate.

‘Salim! My son!’ he shouted.

The dawn call to prayer sounded and the rest of the household woke up. They all threw themselves down in front of the TV, not believing what was happening, as if they were in a collective nightmare.

‘It’s impossible,’ shouted his father. ‘We would have known. When did this happen?’

The younger boys cried for their big brother who hadn’t even said goodbye to them before he left. The neighbours woke up and came crowding into the house, offering their condolences and asking God to bless their martyr, dazed by what had happened. Not many minutes had passed before they heard the screech of tyres in the little alleyway in the Shaja’iyya quarter where they’d been raised and lived their lives, and where they would die or be martyred. The vehicles bore the slogans of the Islamic Jihad movement. A man climbed up on the roof of one of the cars, proclaiming the heavenly rewards in store for the martyr and calling upon the other young men to follow his example. Others dismounted. They erected a tent and arranged seats inside it, prepared jugs of unsweetened coffee and stuck posters of the martyr all over the small alleyway, on walls, doors and lampposts. They had been expecting his martyrdom. By exactly seven o’clock that morning everything had been ready for the martyr to sign his marriage contract.

The street was sealed off and the leadership of Jihad turned up and heaped praise on the martyr’s father, and promised him strength and solace in his loss, while he stood there without saying a word. They thrust a sum of money into his hands. It fell to the ground. Those present watched it fall and said nothing. The party leader’s aide bent down slightly, picked up the money and put it in his own pocket.

Groups of people came and went. The martyr was a prisoner of the Zionists. As usual, they had kept him to give him a thorough examination, take photos and do other things to humiliate those who direct our affairs. The morning went by, the time for the noon prayer approached, and still there was no sign of the martyr. People became restless, eager to be done with their duty and go about their business. The barrage of communications continued unabated, and the shouting and speeches being staged in the street made sure there was no room for tears and sadness, and closed the door on people’s humanity. Somebody approached the martyr’s father.

‘The martyr’s body has been handed over to the liaison officers,’ he said. ‘It’s currently in the Shifa’ hospital for the medical examination.’

He’d hardly finished his sentence before the father was out of his seat and speeding away in his car, without a word to his wife and children. He raced along, leaving behind his son’s mourning ceremony which had been transformed in the blink of an eye into a poster, a microphone, and a death notice in a newspaper he never read. At the hospital he found more crowds. He pushed his way through, past policemen and security guards, and made for the autopsy room, where his son had been placed moments before. As he looked at him for what he knew would be the last time, his legs gave way beneath him. He collapsed on to the floor, his face and neatly trimmed beard wet with tears. Some people there helped him to his feet, took him out and gave him a glass of water, encouraging him to be brave and accept God’s will, then those in charge told him what remained to be done to complete the martyr’s funeral arrangements.

In the hospital they washed him and wrapped him in his shroud, then took him home in an ambulance so that his family could say their final goodbyes. The women broke into a chorus of loud wailing and were restrained by the men shouting and gesticulating.

The mother weeps and falls to the ground and the women raise her to her feet. Again she weeps and falls, a third time, a fourth time, until in the end she throws herself on him, garlanding him with her tears and prayers. She clings to him. They pull her off him, gently, with difficulty. His brothers and sisters file by him, weeping over him, kissing him, then making room for others to say goodbye. When they’ve all taken their turn, his coffin is closed and to shouts of ‘God is most great’ and ‘There is no god but God’ he is carried to the great mosque of Omar for the funeral prayers, and from there to his new resting place. Again they cry ‘God is most great’ and ‘There is no god but God’, make threats and promise revenge, banners and signs and hails of bullets piercing the silence of the sky. Then they all go their separate ways, some accompanying the family back to the house of mourning where the mother has turned her son’s bed into her personal shrine, arranging his things on it, books, school jotters, clothes, photos of him. She weeps over it, collapses onto it, falls asleep. The women come to her in his room, bombarding her with prayers and words of comfort, exhorting her to bear her sorrow bravely and bringing her a single date and a cup of coffee without sugar.

Translated by Catherine Cobham


NAOMI SHIHAB NYE

Local Hospitality

This is the story he told me exactly as I heard it.

He thought it would be simple going back to the village. He and his wife would visit their families, unpack the bolts of fresh velvet and cakes of sweet soap. They would sit up late into the dark, telling stories they had collected in the United States over the past four years, and everyone would be happy to see them, as if their own lives had somehow been confirmed. What could be easier?

Since their departure, their neighbour Abu Mohammed had installed a genuine white porcelain toilet in a closet off his courtyard and Zaki’s father, Abu Zaki, had become the new mukhtar, or mayor, which really just meant he drank a little more coffee and knew a little more gossip than anyone else. Sometimes he would be called upon to settle a minor dispute, in which case he would improve upon his posture, puff up his chest and gesture dramatically, but mostly the days in the village were as slow and roundly curved as Zaki remembered. How much can stones and chickens change?

Sitti, his grandmother, commented that Zaki was wearing paler colours. She asked in her most serious voice if he had forgotten how to pray. Zaki told her the universe he and his wife lived in now was as different from her universe as the moon from the sun. ‘No!’ she said. ‘The moon and sun are not different. They float in the same sky.’ When he tried to tell her about the American high school next door to his apartment complex, where boys and girls kissed and held one another in the parking lot at lunchtime, she shook her head. ‘Ya’ Allah, maybe a different sky after all,’ she said. She stared at him doubtfully, as if he were a new man with a name she couldn’t pronounce. ‘Give me some bread,’ he said, to bring her back to earth. And she nodded, passing the bread.

His father pretended to be angry that he and his wife were only visiting and weren’t going to stay. He acted as if he hadn’t known this all along. Originally his sons had each gone to America to study, but later they found jobs, and now all six were in the process of becoming citizens. What sorrow must this be for the ones who stayed home? Zaki tried not to think about it. His own citizenship papers had been signed and delivered three weeks before his trip, but now he didn’t feel like mentioning it. His wife Suheila would begin her citizenship soon. Once you went to America, your mind stretched out like a wide field and became too big for the village. To live back home again would be like trying to make a big thing shrink.

Zaki’s father couldn’t understand this. He had never left the village for more than three days, and then only to travel thirty miles to Jerusalem, to see a doctor about his closed-up ear. When he came home, he kept saying it was hard to breathe in the city, you had to share the air with too many lungs. Now he kept mumbling, ‘So what is this I hear? You’re going back again? For what reason? You want to make more money or what? You could build a nice house here and settle down.’ Fidgeting and fussing when their backs were turned.

Zaki and Suheila spent a whole month telling their bundle of stories. A new cousin or old schoolmate would appear and they would tell the same story a different way. Maybe a fact would sprout wings and disappear, leaving room for something fancier. After a week, Zaki realised he’d stopped looking at his watch. He started sleeping later and arguing more. Suheila commented that people argued most where there was least to talk about. If conversation was rich and subjects many, talk kept rolling fluidly, passing over rough spots like water over rocks. But once everything had been said, you started paddling backwards, flinging water and scraping your knees. Suheila said she was seeing the village like a movie for the first time and learning who the main characters were. Suheila loved movies. She learned English at the movies. She talks a little like Omar Sharif.

As their visit neared its finish, Zaki’s grandmother Sitti began making prophecies about the end of her life. ‘When you pack your bags,’ she said, ‘I will take my last breath. When the taxi arrives to drive you to the airport, when your plane rises into the sky …’ She was planning to die each time. She had said this to Zaki four years before and repeated it to every visiting brother. Zaki wondered if that were the secret to her long life – keep dying, and death won’t find you. She said everyone would forget her and their worlds would be filled with sorrow. She said it was impossible to leave your village and be happy anywhere else, and did they think they could bring her a better sweater on their next trip home? Zaki loved Sitti just as much as he had loved her when he was a boy. Her logic was so elegantly simple. To live as she lived would be a gift – but people didn’t do that anymore. Only a few rare ones remained and the most we could do now was listen to them.

Of course there would be a huge farewell dinner the night before they left. Two lambs were to be slaughtered, the women would cook mountains of rice and pastel egg-shaped Jordan almonds would appear in every ceramic bowl. Zaki’s mother sent a verbal message through Zaki to her brother-in-law who ran a store in the next town: ‘Send glasses and napkins and some of those mints if you can give me a better price than last time. Send garlic and the largest sacks of rice. Three packages of lace for our dresses, red thread, and remember the last time you sent houmous? The beans were small and dried-up. Please send some better ones and I will forget the past.’

Zaki carried this message half-heartedly, and couldn’t say he delivered it exactly as it had been sent. All the relatives would be invited, a number that might exceed one hundred dinner guests and more, if cousins of cousins decided to show. Zaki thought about the United States, remembering the pleasant dinner parties they had attended in the past few years, backyard barbecues or neat buffets where five or six couples served their own plates and sat around having relaxed conversations. In America you didn’t issue invitations to a whole town – you invited someone, you knew who was coming. In the village they invited everyone and they never knew.

Three days before their departure Zaki and Suheila decided to travel over to the next town once more to visit the home of Uncle Khaled, Abu Zaki’s brother, who ran the store. He had asked them to stay longer on the day they did the shopping, but Suheila was having a headache, so they declined. Now Zaki was thinking they should at least go tour his new house more closely, since he had built it recently and was very proud. Zaki’s father and mother gathered themselves up at the last minute and said they would accompany, and at the last minute three bored young cousins added on to their group, along with their father’s ancient friend Tawfiq the Bird-Man. They called him the Bird-Man because he kept cages of wild birds and pigeons in his courtyard. Tawfiq never ate his birds. He talked to them. He used to say they told him how to live.

Sitti stayed home to sew on the dresses. Even with her old eyes, she was embroidering tiny golden figures, winged birds and water pitchers along the edges of her white dress. Zaki wished everyone weren’t going to so much trouble. It made him nervous. They were even embroidering a fabulous dress for Suheila at her mother’s house, though she’d worn only clothes from Marshall Field’s and Mervyn’s since her arrival.

Uncle Khaled’s place sat on the side of a hill near a grove of baby olive trees. His house was built from a new pinkish tint of stone. This seemed to irritate Zaki’s father. Why couldn’t he have used the same grey stone they had been using for centuries? ‘I heard he has a bathtub,’ Abu Zaki said in a low, disgusted voice. So what? Zaki had heard of this famous bathtub at least ten times, from ten different people, who seemed to think it an insult to tradition to have a tub inside a room. They still favoured the metal tub in the courtyard, water poured out of a jug, or a shower spigot over a drain.

‘Coffee or tea?’ Uncle Khaled offered, obviously pleased that so many people had come to see him in the middle of a Friday afternoon. The coffee was thick and sweet as ever in fine white china cups. It was the coffee Zaki had missed for four years, though they made it in the United States themselves on their sleek electric stove. Something about that coffee, lightly spiced with ground cardamom, always made Zaki feel the world was smooth and at peace. No matter that soldiers were banging the heads of citizens three miles away; the coffee offered reprieve. Zaki’s mother surprised him by accepting a cigarette along with the men. He had never seen her smoke before. His father whispered, ‘She only does it where Sitti can’t see.’

They talked about the fine furniture and the artistic design of the house. Uncle Khaled’s wife Nabeela, Zaki’s mother’s sister, was happy to see them again. In the village everyone was related at least twice. Americans say this makes the children idiots, but the village didn’t seem to have more idiots than its share. Nabeela talked about their two sons, away at college in Damascus. They had to travel through Jordan to get there and back, but they were getting so smart it was worth it. This irritated Zaki’s father again; on the surface, he was prouder of sons who had gone to the United States than he would have been of sons in Syria, but in his heart he wished his own were closer to home. Nabeela’s sons would probably come back to the village to live when they graduated. They would marry Arab girls, as Zaki had, and settle back to have six babies and a lifetime of visiting, as he had not.

Zaki talked of prices in America and the special plate he liked to order at the cafeteria. Suheila described laundromats. They told of the brilliantly lit-up signs in the streets. At first it had seemed strange to walk or ride down a boulevard and have a hundred shining signs to look at. Here at home, the night belonged to the moon. Electricity was rationed, three hours each evening. A few people had televisions, but not refrigerators, except the generator kind, since three hours a day wouldn’t be enough. Even the radios here only ran on batteries. Tawfiq began telling a bird story Zaki had heard from him before, about a bird who wanted to be a radio. It had never made sense before either. ‘So the bird found itself one day in a tree and began weeping the invisible tears of birds, which changed into fruits, and that is why we have all these new fig trees appearing in the village!’ It sounded to Zaki as if he had two or three stories mixed up.

Nabeela leaned over to Suheila and asked if they were planning to stay for supper. It was then around three, and they’d eaten lunch after one. ‘Oh no,’ Suheila whispered. ‘We’ll need to go back. We’ve promised my parents we’ll eat with them tonight.’

On the table before them sat a plate of mamool, little domed cookies stuffed with dates or nuts and rolled in powdered sugar. Zaki’s mother said Nabeela made better mamool than anyone else in the family, but Nabeela insisted their Aunt Mary’s were much better.

‘What is your job?’ Uncle Khaled asked Zaki again. They all knew what his job was, but they liked to keep hearing it.

‘I run a clothing store,’ he said. ‘I am manager of a clothing store that is part of a chain.’ They didn’t understand what was a ‘chain’. Zaki explained about businesses in America, how sometimes there were main offices in distant cities and you worked years and years for a man you never saw. Or a woman, he added, and that got them. A woman? Zaki had lived twenty-one years in the old country before emigrating, and should have known better than to bring up a pesky subject like that. Next he made the mistake of mentioning that as soon as Suheila finished her last two counselling classes she hoped to get a job in a school for children or a home for old people.

‘What do you mean, a home for old people?’ demanded Tawfiq. He was nearly a hundred himself. Suheila poked Zaki. He was travelling dangerous ground with his last few comments, like walking naked in a no man’s land.

‘Tawfiq, in America, some of the old people are too weak to live alone,’ Zaki said. ‘Haki fadi!’ he grunted. ‘Empty talk!’

Abu Zaki coughed and looked around the room. A light breeze lifted the curtains. There were no screens. He rubbed his hands together in his lap and leaned forward suddenly with his serious mukhtar face, as if he were about to make a decision.

‘Tell me, Khaled,’ he said to his brother. ‘Has this fancy new house changed your ways? Are you trying to bring new customs to the villages? Do you know we have sat here for an hour visiting already and you have not once mentioned any dinner to us? Don’t you think the guests from America might be hungry?’

‘Oh no!’ Zaki almost shouted. ‘We’re not! Nabeela already asked us and we told her we’re eating later! Please, Abuki, we can take care of ourselves.’

His father looked at him angrily. ‘Take care of yourselves? Perhaps. But who can Khaled take care of?’

‘Ya’ Allah, brother,’ said Khaled, looking sick and stuttering. ‘I am sorry; you know we finished lunch ourselves right before you came and I was so full I was not even thinking of food. Nabeela, what do we have to eat? Get these young people some bread and meat!’

‘Please, no,’ Suheila was pulling Nabeela’s arm. ‘We want nothing. We just wanted to see you.’

Nabeela was making hand signals at Khaled, circles in the air, and shaking her head. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ he shouted at her. ‘Speak!’

‘I think we are out of bread,’ she whispered.

At that moment Zaki’s cousin Farouki, a strange and silent man, rose and walked out of the house. ‘Where is he going?’ Abu Zaki demanded. ‘What is wrong with that character?’

‘Please Papa,’ begged Zaki, ‘don’t be so angry at everyone. Let’s go on with the stories. No one has the slightest appetite.’

By this time Nabeela was in the kitchen, pulling out drawers. Suheila had followed her, protesting. Zaki’s mother lit her fifth cigarette, while the other two cousins joined Abu Zaki’s call for justice.

‘We are losing the old ways,’ Saleem protested. ‘It is not important if someone is or is not hungry, but that food is offered, this is what counts.’

‘But it is three in the afternoon!’ Zaki cried. ‘We are between meals now. Is anyone really hungry?’

His cousin Samih started telling of a house he had visited in the town of Ramallah where the people never fed him from sunup to sundown.

‘Who were these selfish heathens?’ croaked Tawfiq the Bird-Man, happy to be enraged.

Uncle Khaled looked as if he were in great pain. ‘I believe in the customs,’ he was saying, though no one but Zaki was listening. ‘All my life I have tried to weave together the old and new, keeping the best of the old, yet trying to move forward at the same time. In this house you will see the arches of the old architecture and yet there are plastic dishes in the kitchen. I beg your consideration for my full stomach, which forgot its manners, but soon everything will be well again.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ Zaki said loudly. He whispered to his uncle, ‘Listen, my father is just talking like he always does. Pay no attention to him and please, may I see your bathtub?’ This seemed to make Khaled even sadder.

Farouki returned from the market with his arms full of bread, at least thirty loaves. He dropped them down on the coffee table in front of everyone. ‘So eat,’ he instructed them. ‘Eat and eat till the day is done.’

Nabeela appeared with a tray of warm meatballs and a dish of cold eggplant dip. ‘But we have no more bread,’ she was saying, till she saw the bread on the table and looked surprised. Uncle Khaled rose, saying he was going to his own store to get a better kind of bread. ‘But we aren’t hungry!’ Zaki shouted. ‘Are you hungry? Is anyone hungry?’

Abu Zaki, apparently not to be outdone by his brother, the poor host, or his strange nephew, stood up and said he would be back shortly with all the necessary supplies.

‘Father, we’re leaving!’ Zaki shouted. ‘We’re going away! We’re going to fly back to America this instant without saying goodbye!’ Sometimes it works to fight logic with logic and craziness with craziness. This truth, however, cannot be depended on.

A half hour later, everyone was back. Zaki and Suheila had been muttering together in the drowsy living room, waiting for them. Two flies had mated on the arm of a chair, and Zaki’s mother had gone to sleep, her ashtray full in front of her. At least sixty loaves of flat bread were now piled on the coffee tables and cabinets. Nabeela had prepared soup and a salad of cucumbers and radishes. She moved in and out of the kitchen like a sleepwalker.

Now that they had all this food in front of them, Zaki’s father and uncle had stopped speaking to one another. The cousins declined. Zaki’s mother woke up, tasted one meatball and some salad, but said no bread, thank you, she wasn’t hungry enough for bread. Only Tawfiq the Bird-Man was eating. He picked at his food like a sparrow picks at the ground. He kept telling weird stories with wrong endings, and no one asked Zaki or Suheila anything else about the United States for the rest of the visit.

Three nights later they were all dressed and perfumed for the farewell feast when a young boy appeared from Uncle Khaled’s village to say that none of the family from over there would be coming. Abu Zaki, the mukhtar, had cast a shadow over the relatives. He had insulted his own brother in front of women and his son. Neither would the family of Nabeela, Zaki’s mother, be attending, since they had heard the terrible story and could not permit themselves to socialise with Zaki’s family again so soon. The villages were temporarily divided – those who loved, or were related to, Khaled or Nabeela standing firm against the mukhtar. No matter that they were related to the mukhtar just as much; for the present, they weren’t claiming him. A few tender-hearted women sent consolation gifts to Zaki’s mother. No one even seemed to remember Suheila and Zaki, and weren’t they the ones who were leaving, the whole reason for the party?

Zaki’s grandmother Sitti stood in the doorway of the house, watching the sky. ‘It’s going to rain tomorrow,’ she said gloomily. ‘You won’t be able to fly. And it’s a bad sign here too, we have killed the lambs and no one is coming to eat them. That means something terrible is about to happen. If you leave us and the plane falls out of the sky, I will die.’

‘So will we,’ Zaki said, hugging her. Later they stuffed themselves with triple the usual amount of food, to make up for all the people who weren’t there.


RAEDA TAHA

A Single Metre

There’s no way out of renewing her Israeli driver’s licence; she has to travel to Amman, where she’s used to escaping to squash her boredom, and doesn’t want to run into any obstacles. She’s tried several times to avoid that arduous trip to Jerusalem; she can no longer stand that close-by far-away city. She planned to meet a relative of hers just past the Qalandia checkpoint, so he could walk her to the crossing. She walked about fifty metres on the way to the checkpoint. When she reached the pedestrian crossing, the dust was penetrating her cells as well as the buttonholes of her shirt. She decided, without any hesitation, that she wouldn’t squeeze herself into a circle of sweat mixed with hatred, malice and perversion. For a moment she imagined her body sandwiched between two young men thirsty for a piece of flesh. She didn’t want to allow herself to be an object of masturbation, or for a moment to lie on a filthy bed, under a yellow blanket, in one of their fantasies.

She thought, ‘If I slapped one of them, their eyes would turn to rocks,’ and headed towards the officer in charge of crossing to the other side.

She wanted this all to be over as soon as possible, before the checkpoint shut its gates. She hurried towards the row of cars, and caught up with the fifth van. She knocked against its window hysterically, looked at the driver and pointed at the back seat questioningly. ‘Peace be upon you,’ she greeted the driver and his friend, ‘I have to get to an important meeting. I hope I’m not disturbing you.’ She sat down confidently, proud of herself, as though she’d won an historic victory.

The driver was a bearded young man with relaxed features, and his friend seemed equally well behaved. She noticed a small Quran in the driver’s hand. He was reading it intensely, in a voice like a secret delight. They were three cars away from the checkpoint, and, as the car approached, he kept reading from the Quran.

She thought, ‘What if he’s planning to blow himself up, to bomb the soldiers at the checkpoint? It’s obvious that he’s planning to. I don’t know if I’d be able to slip away; he let me on, and I can’t just abandon him!’

And yet …

There was a single car left in front of them. He shut the Quran and gave it to his friend silently. He turned the stereo on – a sheikh reading from ‘The Cow’ sura.

‘It looks like I’ll be dying with them,’ she thought. ‘I want to get out, I want to cry. Maybe I want to be the heroine.’

The sheikh’s voice grew louder, then she could only hear her thoughts: ‘I won’t hurt. I’ll crumble. I hope the dynamite is heavy so I won’t suffer.’

They came nearer to the checkpoint.

The driver looked at her in the rear-view mirror. She gave him a quiet look, and a smile of surrender.

They were a single metre away from the checkpoint.

Translated by Randa Jarrar


LAILA AL-ATRASH

The Letter

‘Write this down, Saad! “Waleed and I are well, and we miss you! By God, your absence has been very difficult for us. Being away from you has robbed me of sleep, Khaled!” Look, Saad! Write down what I say in classical Arabic, in your own beautiful words. Your mother says you rank first in your class, and that you’re very, very good at writing!’

However, because he didn’t understand, Saad wrote none of it down.

‘OK. How about Mohammed and Omar. Your sons … didn’t he ask about them?’

‘No. Just Waleeed. He asked only about him!’

Her voice was short and decisive, so his confusion grew.

You’ve seen Khaled once or twice, during Eid while you were playing in the alley with your friends. A handsome young man, as you recall. But you don’t understand him, and you don’t understand what this woman wants from you.

She stared off into the distance. Then she realised that he hadn’t been writing, so she said, angrily, ‘Why aren’t you writing this down, Saad? Come on. Let’s get this over with.’

She regretted her anger, and tried again. ‘Saad. Write something, Saad. I’d love to see your lovely technique.’

Your unopposed technique! But she doesn’t understand that what she asks for confuses you completely. Her impatience, which began when she first asked you for the favour, makes things even stranger. And in spite of her beauty she doesn’t understand the basics of writing, and yet she shouts her objections, even though she doesn’t understand. She’s very beautiful, but she doesn’t understand, and she doesn’t think properly! Your mother is older than she is, but she stares at you for hours while you read with delight. Like a teacher you explain words and their meaning to her: about things as disparate as Saladdin and the milkman. She keeps nodding her head in approval.

The day you read her the teacher’s praise on the pages of your composition notebook she unleashed her blessings and her prayers for God to open your mind, and light up your sight, and bring good people to your side. She stared at you, because she couldn’t comprehend the two lines the teacher had written, so you explained them to her with patience and tenderness. She ululated loudly, because you can write and be written to in a way she can’t comprehend. Maryam is hard to please.

After some hesitation, he read what he’d written: ‘Dear brother, Khaled.’

She exploded, ‘No, leave out the “brother” part.’

Their eyes met, and hers were wide and glimmered with a strange light; her face was beautiful and confused.

‘But isn’t Khaled your husband’s brother?’

‘Yes, of course, of course, his brother in Kuwait!’

‘Then it should say, “Dear brother”.’

‘No, Saad, no. Use a word better than “brother”.’

‘Your brother is your brother, no matter what,’ the teacher had once said. Every night Saad falls asleep to his mother’s words of wisdom about brothers … there’s nothing like a brother … when one is hurt, he says, “Oh, brother”.’

She was staring at him, still, waiting. He thought she’d said something. She was a moody woman, so he read what he’d written with a fancy voice, to please her: ‘Dear Sir.’

She shook her head in refusal.

‘Dear Khaled.’

She accepted. Her gaze wandered across the small window and rested upon the stone bench which had been built under the window. Maryam spread a clean blanket over the bench, and set up a few pillows.

He was overcome with a feeling of embarrassment and confusion when her gaze landed upon the edge of his shorts. His mother, God forgive her, had cut his old pants at the knee and sewn them up in wide stitches, in a colour different from the fabric of the pants.

He gathered the sheets of paper to cover himself up, and Maryam frowned at the sky, clueless to what he’d done.

Maryam is beautiful. She’s even more beautiful when she’s frowning and confused.

She continued, ‘And tell him, Saad, write it down in your pretty words. Tell him he must return at once, as soon as he can. Waleed and I can no longer bear his absence. Write …’

Saad can’t believe how much she neglects her two children, and how much she accepts their neglect. They’re beautiful and energetic, and you see them playing in her yard each time you pass by, in search of her face. So how can this man bear for them to be neglected: isn’t he their uncle, Waleed’s brother?

Saad wanted to make things up for her, so he wrote, ‘The family and I miss you. Your absence is difficult. Our country is dear to us, and you should come back to your land: it needs its sons’ support and love and belonging.’

She became angry when she heard what he’d written.

This woman is either mad or ignorant. The teacher had gone into a frenzy when he’d read these two lines of yours, and asked your classmates to clap for you, ‘Louder boys, louder.’ You’d used the lines here in their entirety, except for one verse of poetry about your country and its honour! So why is Maryam angry? Should you have kept the verse, would that have pleased her?

She said, decisively, ‘No, Saad. Not like that. Just write down what I say, in your nice handwriting, and don’t change a thing.’

His gaze froze where her hand had stopped, in between her breasts, so that her cleavage appeared. She took out a pouch and opened it hastily, and it spread out into an embroidered handkerchief.

‘Take this, Saad.’

In his bewilderment she handed him something.

Her eyes grow larger and when she smiles, her teeth show off a fantastic jaw structure, so that her mouth looks unlike any other mouth you’ve ever known. When she’s confused, she becomes even more beautiful, her face mysterious; you are unable to understand it.

She took something else out without hesitation and put it in his palm, since he’d kept it open as he was staring at her. He heard the coins ring when they landed, and still he kept his palm open.

‘What’s wrong with you, Saad? I swear, this tip isn’t too big for you.’

Maryam is strange. She’s not like other women. Ever since she moved in next door, you’ve felt a strong, invisible pull to her. You walk by her house, spy on her through the open door, play in front of her house on purpose so you can catch a glimpse of her smile.

The day she came over to visit for the first time, you sat around at home for hours beforehand, and stayed close to your mother during the entire visit, until the moment she left. Since then, she brightens up every time she sees you. You flew into ecstasy when she invited you over today!

Maryam sat next to him on the bench, and came closer than he could bear.

‘Are you happy, Saad? An entire pound. But please write this down, quickly.’

A pound, Saad, for a letter? Your mother gets paid half as much working from dawn till dusk, embroidering cotton towels, handkerchiefs and bedcovers for the factory. She folds them gently and lays them over a clean blanket and yells, ‘Wash your hands before touching them! Wash your hands or they’ll throw them in my face and pay me nothing. Help me!’ And you sit there with your sisters, sometimes with your father despite his exhaustion after cutting stone all day. You all wet your fingers with water, and separate the string hanging from the cloth your mother had measured out in the morning. You twist them and tie the ends over the middle in the desired shape. Each bundle gets you fifteen pennies. But you, Saad, you get a pound for writing down a couple of words. And the pounds may multiply, so write, Saad, write!

He wrote, and read out loud, ‘Dear Khaled, Waleed and I miss you. We miss you as the ocean misses the breeze, as the thirsty earth longs for rain, as the lofty tree misses birdsong. Your long absence tortures us, we can no longer bear to wait. Come back to us, at any moment, and at any time.’

She jumped up to her feet and began applauding.

‘Yes, that’s it, Saad, more, sing!’

He scratched his head with the end of the pencil, as his teacher sometimes does. Her remarks intoxicated him.

She stopped with a sudden idea, ‘Would you like some tea, Saad?’

‘No, that’s not necessary.’

The cursed tea … it really is a good idea. But it would make her move away from you, denying you the warmth of her body. She took off like a gazelle into the small kitchen, which is attached to the wide room in which she lives. When you follow the movements of her body, something within you moves too, something you don’t understand, a strong feeling you like, which draws you to her.

He carried the papers and followed her, as she was lighting up the stove. He stood in the doorway, and asked, as his eyes continued down her figure,

‘What else should I say?’

‘First the tea, Saad, it’ll help the sweet words flow!’

Her hair tumbled down to her waist when she turned around. It was chestnut brown with red highlights, its strands thick and beautiful. Those two occasions on which you glimpsed her with her hair tied up hastily, she still looked beautiful.

He watched her as she hurriedly scooped a teaspoon out of the tea can, and poured water into a pale blue kettle, which was clean and white on the inside, and which she lifted onto the stove.

Your mother only uses a quarter of a teaspoonful of tea, and she keeps the morning tea in its kettle and calls it ‘baker’s yeast’. The day of Maryam’s visit, she poured the boiling water over it while Maryam watched, smiling in astonishment. Your mother left it to boil for a long time so that it would come out dark. You whispered to her in embarrassment, ‘Mother, please, just this once … this is Maryam’s first visit!’

But she called you disrespectful and told you to shut up, so you did, and she went on. Had Maryam heard and understood your plea? She drank her entire cup of tea, out of respect to your mother, because now you know that it was tasteless, that it was not what she was used to. She thanked your mother kindly, and refused a refill. Had she drunk it for your sake, Saad, after she’d heard your plea?

Your mother laughed and said, ‘This is the first time Saad has stayed around with visitors. What’s going on, Saad? Why don’t you go out and play? I swear, this is quite unusual.’

But you didn’t leave; you sat by your mother, your eyes glued on Maryam’s beautiful face.

Maryam asked, ‘How old are you, Saad?’

Your mother interrupted with a cough, and said, ‘Why don’t you guess, Maryam?’

‘Nine … ten years old!’

You screamed, because Maryam squashed something inside you, something deep, when she revealed that she sees you only as a child. You controlled your tears and said, ‘No, I’m thirteen, one month, and twenty days old.’

Maryam drew in her breath, and her smile expanded.

‘Don’t worry, he’s tiny,’ your mother explained. ‘Most people think he’s just a kid, but he’s ready to grow up. And he’s a brainy one, Maryam, God bless him. He’s ranked first in his class, and is also the youngest boy in his class. The principal and the teacher both love him, may God keep him, and … and … and …’

The boys at the edge of the playground were playing, pushing each other and laughing. He approached them once, wanted to join them.

‘Get out of here, you midget.’

‘Wait, come back,’ one of them yelled after you, ‘Let’s see if you’ve got a single hair on your chin.’

He was hairless.

‘Never mind. Any armpit hair?’

His armpits were smooth.

He searched everyday, but not a single hair sprouted.

Another boy yelled, following the other boys’ rudeness and teasing, ‘Well, Saad, got any hair on your…?’

‘God damn you, you rude bastard.’

Their taunts and screams got louder when he ran off crying, so he yelled at them, ‘I swear I’m going to tell the principal!’

One of them ran after him and tried to calm him down, and even cursed the boys. Afterwards Saad remained angry, but silent.

When your mother insisted on knowing why you weren’t eating any of your dinner, you poured out all your anger and frustration onto her. Didn’t other women give birth to boys who grew tall; weren’t their mothers women, like she was?

She sighed until she got teary-eyed. Finally, you said, ‘You know, Salaah, Abdallah … even Mohammed: they’ve all started getting beard and armpit hair.’

‘Why are you in such a rush, son?’

You thought for a little while.

‘Come here, Saad. Come.’

She kept asking him to come, and pulling him close to her as he was trying to decide whether to give in or to fight.

At both sides of the house, in the small plot of land that made up the yard, were two apricot trees his father had planted. The one on the right had grown tall and begun to bear fruit, and the one on the left had remained small and close to the earth.

‘Look, Saad. Your father planted these on the very same day, and they were identical. This one grew and bore fruit, and this other one is still small. Its time hasn’t yet come. You’ll get tall, Saad, and you’ll get sick of how tall you’ll be, and you’ll grow up and become a man!’

Afterwards, you followed the trees’ growth, watched the small one on your way in and out of the house, in case it grew and surpassed the one on the right, but it never did; like you, it remained small.

Today was the first day you realised the benefit of your small size; for, if it hadn’t been for that, would Maryam have let you into her room? Would you have been able to be with her without any embarrassment, to sit so close to her, if you had grown like the apricot tree on the right?

Saad drank all his tea. It was dark and tasted sweet. He added two lines to the letter and left it without a signature, as she’d requested, and he never told anyone about the pound.

A week passed, then two, and Maryam would only smile at him when she saw him. Three weeks on, the taste of the candy he’d bought was but a faint memory.

The boys in the yard would wait for you, then catch you and go through your pockets for beans and sour patches and sweet sesame bars. Eventually they stopped envying you and taunting you, when they realised that your fortune was a temporary one.

He stood in her doorway and asked, ‘Maryam … won’t you write to Khaled again?’

Why did she hesitate to answer? Her face reddened, and she lifted her palm and rested her chin against it, and looked around the room in embarrassment even though there was no one around except for her children.

‘Huh? No, no, Khaled … Khaled came back from abroad. I forgot to tell you, Saad! He’s back. He left Kuwait.’

‘But I didn’t see him come back.’

‘Oh, of course not, you won’t see him, he went to Amman for work. He’s busy now, maybe he’ll come visit during holidays, I don’t know!’

That night went by so slowly, and you decided to hate Khaled. Did your words really affect him so much that he responded? Goddamn composition class and its effects! If he’d stayed in Kuwait, maybe the pounds would continue falling on you, and you’d enjoy drinking tea and sitting near Maryam. Maryam, who is beautiful regardless of money and letters!

The few times Saad saw her again, at the beginning of winter, when the alley was empty of playmates, she was more and more beautiful. He threw a ball into her yard on purpose one day, while he was playing alone, so that he could spy on her. She didn’t come out for days, so he jumped over the fence and glimpsed her in her room. She smiled when she saw him, but she never visited his mother again, after that.

Life distracted him. It grew colder, so the alley was completely deserted, and the teachers bored his soul with homework. He preoccupied himself with daydreams about a pound in exchange for two words.

A young boy whispered something into his ear while they were playing with a ball of fabric at the end of the alley, in the warmth of spring. The boy put on the speech and body-language of a grown-up.

‘Did you hear, Saad, that her husband didn’t behave like a man! He saw her with him and he let her run away … he went to her father and brothers crying, like a woman! Oh, he was no man. The entire neighbourhood can’t believe it. Maryam! But as my mother always says, “Beneath a bubble there is always trouble”.’

It took him a while to comprehend what he’d just heard. He asked, his mouth still wide open, ‘You’re saying Maryam … Maryam ran away?’

‘You midget! Haven’t you heard? The entire neighbourhood’s been buzzing about it. Maryam ran away with her boyfriend, Khaled al-Haddad, the taxi driver. She’s been with him for years, she was in love with him before she got married, and no one knew it until her husband caught them together. But he’s an ass, can you imagine, Saad … he didn’t kill her! He left them and ran crying to her family like a woman, and when he came back she’d escaped. Her husband’s a woman!’

His friend wanted him to play for a while afterwards, but Saad asked him to go away, so he did. The place cleared up and no one remained in the alley but him, in the pitch-black darkness. Khaled the taxi driver? She’d insisted that he was her husband’s brother! And you’ve been sitting around feeling happy about your pound, you idiot! Khaled al-Haddad? The one with the black hair, which he combed carefully every time his taxi made a stop? His hair shone with gel. And his eyes were stupid, and his voice was rough; you could hear him sing loudly whenever the taxi drove by. And she lied for him!

His mother poured tea into her exhausted husband’s cup, and the boy listened and cried, his face covered in a blanket. His mother whispered, ‘Oh dear, what a terrible man! He’s got no honour, no respect, no dignity! And her father and brothers, they aren’t men either. They swore they wouldn’t rest in their wives’ beds until they’d killed her and washed their honour clean.’

He’s now in his bed, in the corner of the room. When did his feet begin to shake? When he pulled up his body, which was overwhelmed with fear, he saw Maryam suddenly crouch down beside him, her thick, waist-length hair frizzy and dishevelled. The blood exploded from her bludgeoned head, and he fled fearfully, but a red waterfall spewed forth from her chest as she came nearer and nearer. He could hear his quickened breath, as he thought, Khaled al-Haddad! You wrote to him, begging him to come back. You tried and she didn’t like what you wrote, until you came up with the most beautiful words you’d memorised, as the ocean misses the breeze, as the thirsty earth longs for rain … as the lofty tree misses birdsong!

Did that jerk understand what you’d written? Did he return because he felt moved by your words?

The letter! What did he do with it? Did he keep it? What if her family found out about it? That you’re an accomplice? Would Maryam ever confess that your letter is what brought Khaled back to her? Or will Maryam keep your secret to herself? Would she die for Khaled al-Haddad? How did she ever fall in love with a person like him?

How and when do we call for the spirits of men? They were chasing after her, looking for her! Men he didn’t know were out for her head. Why did the walls around him feel as if they were closing in on him, making him more and more afraid, suffocating his breath?

He crept out of his bed when his parents were fast asleep. The road and the alley and her house had all surrendered to a sad silence. When his eyes became accustomed to the darkness, he found that her gate was locked. Her house was covered in darkness and was frightfully still.

He resisted his fear, but still hesitated for a long while before he climbed the wall and sat on it. The house and the yard were coal black in the night and its darkness. The roughness of stones and cement scratched him, and a chill went down his spine. He sat still and swung his dangling feet back and forth.

As he got used to the darkness, the sand-filled yard looked still and quiet. It was empty except for his small shoe, which had fallen off and landed there. The loneliness of that shoe preoccupied his thoughts, he wondered whether it would fit any of her children. Next to the single shoe, from the stillness of the sand, Maryam bloomed, spread out in the night’s stillness and the dark’s cold. She was covered in wounds, and her blood flowed heavily, dripping around her, and flooding the entire place. She was a motionless, voiceless body.

The sight of her paralysed him with fear. He covered his face in his arms and wept, as the cold and terror went on, moving from the stones and the night into him. He leaned and cried and fell towards her. The blood-soaked body seized him, and his fearful wails escaped from his body as he landed – Bang! – right on top of her.

The sand was dry and hard and cold, and around him there was nothing but silence after the sound of his fall to the ground had evaporated.

He spied nothing in the empty sand-filled yard but a single, small, lonely shoe. He ran, opened the gate and took off into the road, racing away from his fear.

Translated by Randa Jarrar


SAMAH AL-SHAYKH

At the Hospital

People’s feet looked a bit bigger than they really were, which made me feel dizzy. The clean floor was rising slowly up towards me, smelling of disinfectant. At the far end of the corridor a child began to make a noise as if he was crying, but he wasn’t, I was certain of that. It was more like a signal to the other children, for at once a baby lying next to me in a woman’s lap began to scream excruciatingly, then a few seats along a child of about two burst into tears, going on at his mother to give him something, although what it was I couldn’t make out from his garbled speech. Then the place suddenly erupted to the sounds of a child’s bitter sobbing coming from behind the closed door next to me and the voice of an invisible doctor pleading with him to keep still so he didn’t hurt himself, and promising him that it would soon be over.

Thanks to the air conditioning it wasn’t too hot and I no longer needed the handkerchief I’d been holding when I entered the hospital to wipe the sweat off my face. It seemed to be fine now. But then, when I noticed the faces of the people around me getting longer and longer in response to their crying children, I began to sweat again in embarrassment and confusion. From the start they hadn’t looked nice, or not normal anyhow, and then I realised that they were all families waiting with me – a father, a mother and a child or several children – and I wondered if this was a children’s hospital and I’d ended up here by mistake, or if it was pure coincidence.

There was a secret deal being made. I saw from the look in their eyes how its main points were being relayed wordlessly from one to the other, but I couldn’t understand – it wasn’t a deal so much as a conspiracy being forged behind everyone’s backs, mine, the children’s, the doctors’ and the nurses’. Before long I witnessed with my own eyes the children joining in this conspiracy. They’d all suddenly gone quiet and were burbling incomprehensibly, making sounds that didn’t seem childlike in the slightest, and tugging at their mothers’ dresses or their fathers’ trousers with a disgusting kind of neediness, which filled me with fear, while their mothers’ and fathers’ faces continued to grow longer, and I wondered if things would go on being this slow here for ever.

I longed to see just one doctor or nurse. The place was hard and austere, and the only person to appear on the first floor, where I was sitting, was an official of some kind who was presumably in charge of allotting patients to the appropriate consultant. This character alone was enough to make you depressed. The way he treated you, you’d think you were there by force. I swear if you talked to him this dead weight would descend on you, and you’d become the heaviest person in the world. Maybe I haven’t described him very well, but all I can say is that when I was registering my personal details with him he dragged me right down.

As I sat waiting, a very fat woman came in on her own. I laughed a little to myself, imagining she’d already encountered that official, and been as thin as me beforehand, but secretly I was pleased that she’d come on her own like me, and felt glad when she sat down next to me. But then, having fiddled nervously with the contents of her extremely small handbag, she left again almost at once. We didn’t know why she came or why she went and she never even reported to the official at all, although you were meant to on arrival.

Only then did I think of leaving myself. I couldn’t stand it any longer. I remembered I’d been in a hurry when I first came, and wondered how I could have managed to forget. The children’s eyes mocked me, and I thought they’d try and stop me, and figured they were strong enough to do it. So I looked back at them defiantly, determined to go, then stood up to show I meant it, although inside I was anything but certain. I was shocked to find they all appeared normal, the children just children and their parents not unnaturally elongated. I’d been really unfair. I felt embarrassed to be standing up in this stupid, meaningless way and wished I could sit down again without anyone noticing.

But standing was preferable, as I found out when I did sit down and they all reverted to being as they had been, or in fact even sillier and uglier, their eyes smaller, their noses puckered and wrinkled, and their faces frighteningly long. I took out my mobile phone without stopping to think why and they all turned to look at me. I had the impression they were begging me not to use it, and they moved their eyebrows imploringly, humbly.

I leapt acrobatically from the window and landed in my father’s car, or rather in the car boot. My father had been waiting for hours, even though we didn’t have an arrangement. He didn’t remark on my lateness, which had been a waste of time anyway, since I hadn’t seen a doctor, but now I was safe here and nobody would see me, not even him.

Translated by Catherine Cobham


ADANIA SHIBLI

May God Keep Love in a Cool and Dry Place

The sound of the waves coming in through the window started to fade until the shutter was completely closed.

On the bed facing the window lay a woman in love for the first time. Her body is stretched out under the mild influence of drowsiness. With her back, she faced the room and the man she loved. He faced the rest of the room with his back. His face was turned towards the waves passing by the window.

Later, the rumble of a plane joined the sound of the waves trapped outside.

She did not know where his hands were after he had closed the shutter; she needed them at that moment but did not ask for them.

He suddenly approached her and covered her.

He covered her body well.

After he wound the cover around her feet, he climbed onto her back and said without particular desire: ‘My love, please don’t go.’

And she answered with artificial warmth:

‘Maybe I won’t …’

‘Maybe not’ has the same probability as ‘maybe yes’, but the conversation ended there to the relief of both.

They will search for neutral, necessary words to make living together in the same house and sitting at the same table and inside the same car possible. They will look for the end of their relationship as they would look for the expiry date on a pot of cream. She wanted their relationship to contain every ingredient, and he wanted to protect their relationship from everything, even from her. She is tired and her tolerance of his mistreatment of her has run out. As for him, he is tired, and sad.

She asked him: ‘Are you hungry?’

After some hesitation he answered: ‘Yes.’

‘The chicken from yesterday hasn’t been touched. And maybe some salad, but I don’t want to prepare it.’

‘I’ll do it.’

They headed towards the kitchen, happy to have killed their first conversation.

And because her steps were always quicker than his, she arrived in the kitchen first, while he never got there. The phone rang before his feet touched the kitchen floor and sent him back to the living room.

It was a colleague, who had a big problem with her jealous husband who would examine her body every day after she returned from work to make sure no one had put his hand, mouth or anything else upon her. Sometimes when she would bump into the corner of a table or fall over, she would not think of her pain and injury but fix her attention on the details of the place where the accident occurred, like a good investigator, so that she could convince her judge with the evidence, yet he would never really believe her.

She did not tell him about all that during this phone call but on another occasion, when she had come over so that they could work on an urgent project. And she, the lady of the house, was away visiting her parents for a few days. After many hours of continuous work he touched her breasts, then he started biting her neck like a wolf. And, as she was afraid his bites would leave some marks, she told him about the daily examination.

The onion was the last thing she chopped. After a little salt, oil and lemon juice the salad was ready and he was still on the phone with that bitch he spent all day, every day with. She turned on the cold water tap and washed her tear-filled face, then drank. She did not know why she always needed to go to the bathroom every time she cried and wondered if the same thing happened to all people.

After leaving the bathroom she headed towards her bed and retrieved the book ‘G.’ by John Berger from under the duvet and threw it in the wastepaper basket. The basket was full of his papers. Most of the rubbish in the house was his. In general, he was a good rubbish producer since everything he had could be transformed at any moment into rubbish. Her only rubbish was the usual rubbish that could be expected of anyone, like potato skins or a tin of tuna or, at worst, a paper tissue.

She remembered that the waste basket in the bathroom was also full and decided to collect the rubbish from the whole house and put it all in the dustbin, then perhaps this would give her the feeling of a new start.

As she was carrying the bag along the street toward the dustbin, she began to reconsider discarding the book.

When they met she never used to cook; she used to consume whatever was available alone, without a thought of either him or the children of Somalia. Then she invited him for dinner. Macaroni with mushrooms and cream sauce, and a tomato and lettuce salad. He was ecstatic despite the simplicity of the meal, and from then on she had searched for any occasion to cook for him, until it gradually became a daily occurrence.

One of the passages in the book had talked about the Man who cooks for the sheer sense of taste and the Woman who cooks out of a deep internal impulse to cook. In reality, it was he who had turned her into a cook for the delight of his sense of taste. She put the bag into the dustbin and returned to the house.

He was still on the phone. She set the table and sat at it motionless. Perhaps he was attracted to that neurotic bitch.

He had heard her moving in the kitchen, then heard the sound of the knife falling on the chopping board. He was sick of racing ahead of her to do things just so that she did not exert herself more than necessary. He was aware that he had not seen a dirty pair of socks for a long time. Yet, when he saw her carrying out the rubbish bag, he decided to continue the phone conversation. He did not want to live in terror of her. Terrorist. Madwoman. Disgusting.

How disgusting he was. In the beginning, because she was convinced that she loved him more than he loved her, and because Qais loved Leila more than she loved him and became mad with love for her, they agreed that she would be Qais and he Leila. He used to call her madwoman with perfect gentleness. Then, during the course of time and without noticing it he began to shout ‘madwoman’ whenever he did not wish to understand her.

He could see her back radiating rejection. The phone conversation was continuing without his having any control over it. He really had intended to make a nice salad and for them to have dinner together with a little warmth. He did not know why he could not end the phone conversation. He could see from where he was that she had not put black pepper in the salad. His colleague was now floundering in a cesspit of words, and this relieved him of having to concentrate.

He does not want to sleep with her any more.

The phone call ended.

‘Oh, you made the salad? I wanted to make it for you.’

‘For me?’

She felt her answer was no longer in neutral territory and hastily followed it up with: ‘I was hungry, so I thought I might as well make use of the time you were on the phone. Another time.’

She took her plate. He took his and a deep breath. He saw how the silence would stretch between them, so he tried to revive the conversation once more:

‘She was…’

‘I really don’t care.’

And so that her reply does not initiate a fight that will bring them back together, she lifted her head and smiled warmly.

He was tired of her fights and of her madness, so he smiled back and asked: ‘Could you pass me the salad please?’

‘Just a minute.’

She put some on her plate, passed him the bowl and began to eat, trying to forget about everything except what she was eating. He does not like the way she eats. She eats quickly and with some greediness. He asked her: ‘How’s the salad? Delicious?’

‘Yes.’

The way he asks the question limits her answer to how it tastes. There is also colour. He could have asked her ‘How’s the salad?’ and she would choose her answer. He asks only out of emptiness. A limited right-wing bourgeois emptiness which limits all that is around it. He was still looking at her; she saw that from the corner of her eyes. She lifted her head and asked: ‘Aren’t you eating? The salad is delicious.’

‘Yes.’

‘There is also chicken.’

Salad or chicken or whatever; in any case the food was falling into their stomachs, passing through their mouths.

The first time she saw him was at the fiftieth anniversary of the Palestinian Nakbah, the Catastrophe. Before that date she had not even known of his existence. She went with a music-loving friend to a concert for Anwar Ibrahim in commemoration of that Catastrophe. During the interval as she sat assessing the mix of concertgoers she saw a man wearing a blue jacket making his way between the rows of seats.

Three days later she saw him again. And another three days later, as she was walking alone one late afternoon in a street that was suddenly emptied of sounds and cars, while the sun remained high in the sky, its light covering the city and its green trees, she discovered that she loved him.

Now the fifty-second anniversary of the Catastrophe is approaching, and she did not even notice the passage of time. If she slows down her eating, the tears will seep out. Eating quickly held them back, and at this mere thought she almost cried.

He is eating with a deadly slowness. She noticed his precise movements and heard the boring rhythm of the fork colliding with the knife, with the plate, with the mouth.

What entered his mouth had a neutral taste, and all he felt was the coldness of the fork. He ate with a slowness motivated by her greed. He had pleaded with her a thousand times to eat slowly, and she would become mad. To her, such a plea is aimed at erasing her own character. When all he wanted was that she could enjoy her meal. Oh, he cannot stand her, he cannot stand this heaviness. He stopped eating and she apologised in a choked voice and headed for the first door in front of her and disappeared behind it.

Dinner was over.

He will not go after her. He started to collect the dishes and take them to the kitchen, placing them wherever and whichever way he wished. She, of course, would come and rearrange what he had done, as if what he had done was wrong.

He had lived well! Arranged and tidied plates, made lettuce salad and tuna salad and a thousand things before he knew her, yet with her everything seemed slightly wrong. Only she could cook and only she could clean! So let her do it. Why then should she get upset? It is her choice, so she should live with it. Okay, true he is disgusting, but only as a response to her madness. Outside in the world, in public, she feigns brilliance, her madness puts a smile on more than one sad mouth. Many men envy him having her. They could have her, and leave him alone. He is sad and only sad. All he wants is to go out in his car and drive off a cliff, or that this night would finish immediately. Or maybe to embrace her and kiss her, and she would become again happy and mad. She is capable of telling the moon or even a matchbox of how disgusting he is. She may even think that they agree with her.

He was so tired that he cried.

***

They had chosen the smallest single bed, so they could be as close as possible. And they still slept on that bed. But not at the same time. He didn’t read, didn’t move, didn’t touch her; he was like somebody asleep without actually being asleep, so that he would not disturb her. When he would tell her that he had stayed awake after her for a long time in the darkness, she would answer him with a smile of disbelief, because men always fall asleep before women. She remembered that he snored in the beginning, and all she had to do was disturb him slightly, so he would change his body’s position and stop snoring. Later, she did not hear him anymore: perhaps he had stopped snoring or she had got used to it and didn’t hear it anymore.

Perhaps, yes, she fell asleep before him, but most probably she did not. Perhaps they fell asleep at the same moment. Is it possible for two different people to fall asleep at the same moment?

According to him: no. He fell asleep after she did.

Recently, she is sure that he had fallen asleep before her, on two occasions. Once after she returned from a few days’ holiday spent with her family, where sadness killed her because of what she saw of her parents’ relationship in their old age. She did not want to tell him anything, for such a concern would always sound to him exaggerated; but he insisted and insisted until she told him. After that everything seemed to her even more sorrowful. So she told him as well how her desire for life began to diminish with every new day until it no longer seemed to exist, and in its place came the desire for death. Suddenly she heard his steady breathing. He had fallen asleep. And now, once again his breathing is steady, probably because there is nothing in sleeping that can disturb the order of anything. She then tried to match her breathing with his, but she almost suffocated. She quickly breathed in as much air as she needed. And why should she anyway try to match her breathing with his? Why wasn’t it enough for her just to hear it?

This made her feel how she had lost her mind in loving him. Is it possible for Qais, the madman, to regain his senses?

Very sad.

She had completely forgotten the time when she had constantly wanted to fall in love. Her war now was with love and not with him.

And love is an idea that occurs to people from time to time.

So for a few moments everything seemed easy, so she lifted her hand to his hair and started playing with it with her fingers without waking the sleeper. Maybe this is the first time the little finger on her left hand has moved in his hair. It wraps some of the strands around it carefully, then turns around in the opposite direction and releases them.

***

They had woken up a little before the alarm went off. He kissed her, then said:

‘Good morning.’

She is fed up with ‘good morning’.

He asked her: ‘How did you sleep?’

She did not answer because she thought it was not something to answer. However the question irritated her to the degree that she answered: ‘Like usual.’

‘Like usual.’

‘Like usual, like any sleep. Like usual.’

It was as if it were incumbent on her to ask him too: ‘And you? How did you sleep?’ But she resisted this question devoid of any meaning, just the talk of couples, which tries to prove at every moment how full of love it is without even actually convincing either party.

He said: ‘I haven’t slept well, for two nights. For two nights I’ve been sleeping with my hand in my pants, as there was not enough space for it and I had to squeeze it in my pants so as not to hang off the bed.’

‘For the last two nights my shoulder was hurting and I had to sleep on my back.’

She thought about suggesting that he sleep on another bed, but a suggestion like that at such a time would bring exhaustion rather than rest. Anyway, her shoulder was not hurting this morning.

He asked: ‘Why is your shoulder hurting you again?’

‘Maybe because of the cold. Because of the cold maybe. I think.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since two days ago.’

‘Yes, I saw you yesterday walking with your back bent.’

In her opinion she always walks with her back slightly bent. Perhaps that started when she was twelve and her breasts were beginning to grow. She did not tell him that she actually always walked like that, but because he was always running ahead of her he never saw how she walked.

And he would not have told her about all this, the hand and the pants, but at night he felt her hand looking for his until it reached it in his pants.

He thought of suggesting to her that he sleeps in another bed, but it was bad timing.

He wanted to go to work early, and she wanted to sleep because it was still early. And because of the noise he made opening and closing the wardrobe and the drawers, she decided to wake up, and because she woke up he decided to make coffee, which meant a delay of half an hour. While he was making the coffee she came over and kissed him:

‘This is a kiss in return for your kiss in the morning.’

***

For two years approximately they drank coffee every day and every day approximately came the same questions about the coffee.

‘How’s the coffee?’

‘Maybe it’s …’

‘Ahhhmm …’

‘Yes …’

‘Yes … excellent?!’

‘Aha … excellent.’

This conversation accompanies the first cup, then they drift into silence. These are truthful questions that come every day, as if each day is a new experience in coffee making, which has nothing to do with yesterday’s experience. And similarly, this conversation has nothing to do with whether they go ahead and drink the coffee, or refrain from doing so if it turns out not to be good. They will drink it each time, even if it were the worst it could possibly be.

With the second cup he started to talk: ‘I have noticed that the rocks over there are aligned in the same direction, look! Vertically.’

She had explained to him a thousand times as usual that she didn’t like anyone to tell her where to look.

‘Yes.’

‘But you didn’t look.’

‘Yes, but I understand what you mean.’

‘What?’

‘That the rocks are aligned vertically.’

‘Which rocks?’

‘Those ones.’

‘No. Not those ones. Those ones. They look like columns.’

A heavy silence fell. They would rather retreat into silence than apologise.

‘What for?’

‘Because they were contoured in the same direction.’

‘Yes, but why were they contoured in the same direction?’

‘It has been like that since the Ice Age.’

‘Yes, but why? Why?’

Whenever he does not understand her she gets a headache.

‘There was a seismic fracture. The rocks were pushed along sideways, so they were contoured vertically, like when a sandwich …’

‘My head is aching.’

Silence returned for a longer period, and then till the end: ‘There is nothing to eat in the house.’

‘I’ll return early, at three, and we can go and do shopping.’

***

Some days, coffee cools quickly. Its coldness travels to the fingers that hold the cup, then to the lips and mouth and stomach and the rest of the body. And sometimes the coldness passes into the air and remains there for hours.

When she returned the cups to the kitchen she found a cucumber. He was gone. Cucumber is not only good for the skin, it’s also good for the mouth. It erases the taste of cold coffee, and is excellent for the stomach, taking the heavy feeling from it.

She walked from room to room, restoring them to their usual tidiness, closing the wardrobe and the drawers after him and arranging his shoes in a straight row. It depresses her, her lack of indifference to a pair of shoes positioned at an angle of more than zero degrees. They bought most of his shoes together and she witnessed the downfall of the shoes which they did not buy together. They chose his shoes and clothes together out of his desire to wear things she liked men to wear in general. Just like women who strip for the enjoyment of men, this man had dressed for her enjoyment. No, never.

Before she entered the bathroom she ate all of the cucumber, for fear of the germs that might jump on it. He had left his razor on the edge of the sink. He has been doing so for so long that rust has formed. And was still forming. She wondered whether he noticed this rust and if he wondered about its source. It was him. He was directly responsible for one of the endless instances of rusting in the world.

And her stories could continue with everything in the house. Everything had a story. Then she thought, it was possible to kill love by killing the stories of loved things.

When would she finally walk past his possessions as if walking past nothing? Like this small stone he placed on her table. Perhaps the death of sight would be better. Maybe the death of touch before sight.

She returned to the kitchen to try and write the shopping list.

Tomatoes, cucumbers, lettuce, always on the list. Also corn, tuna and pasta. Aubergine, cauliflower, courgettes, carrots and lemons. Fruit. A chicken. Cheese. Mushrooms and cream sauce. Spring onions, parsley, milk. Perhaps beer or some white wine. Toilet paper. Chickpeas. Flour. Something sweet. Envelopes. Yogurt. Corn oil.

She put down the basics, leaving space for things she would remember throughout the day.

Bread.

What is good about the sun is that it changes its route and the places it illuminates in the house, some days radically, and sometimes gradually. It is only very recently that she noticed this. Although they have been living in this house for two years, she was still discovering its corners. When she was working, she always left quickly in the morning and always returned very tired in the evening. He was the one who pointed out to her that it was possible to trace her daily movements in the house, by the dustless trail she left behind her. These pathways disappeared after she started her war against dust. A war that never ended but had to end. For a while withdrawing from the war on dust seemed harder than winning. If she didn’t clean what would she do?

When she worked, she wanted time for this, this and this, and now she cleans the house and writes shopping lists waiting for him to return.

From the moment he leaves she waits for his return. Every clock, watch or wall clock or alarm clock, all pointed to a relative time, connected to the time of his return. She kills the time stretched out between each glance at the clock, and she does things just to get over the pain of waiting. She forgets the time for hours, then glances at the clock to find only minutes have passed.

If she could only become a Greek goddess whose role is to move the clock hands forward.

She could not have any work better than this or have a desire for greater truth than her desire to speed up the time for meeting her lover. And he loved her when he had the time.

He will return in three hours. From tomorrow she will stop waiting for him. She will leave early in the morning without a watch, and she will go to far away places that take a long time to get to and return from. Every day a new place until she leaves him. She must leave him. She went out into the garden and remembered ‘salt’ when she saw the edge of the sea.

Nature is beautiful. The blades. The flowers. The pine trees. She even noticed the pine trees which she couldn’t stand. She approached one of the two chairs and found it very dusty. And so was the second one. So she sat on the least dusty of the two.

From the chair, she thought of all the possibilities, to die of boredom, to die of waiting, to commit suicide. But the shopping list on the table in the kitchen seemed to be in the background drawing her back to life.

She didn’t know how the time passed until ten minutes to three arrived. But that doesn’t mean anything. He will be late. The one time he arrived on time was the first time they met each other.

After a second thought, or maybe a fifth, she decided not to wait for tomorrow to stop looking at the clock, she won’t wait for that either, she will start now. She will not look at the clock any more.

As time went by and his lateness grew, so did the challenge and her determination to resist glancing at the clock, and she didn’t know if she would succeed. When he comes back she will ask him if he hurried, and if yes, then why? Was it because he had not wanted to keep her waiting in the house, or was it because he was afraid of her! Did he hurry at all to see her?

She opened the window – the cold calmed her sometimes. The waiting won’t end until he arrives. She was the one who had this feeling; he was the one who would end it. Either way he would return tonight.

She read a little, walked a little, made cake a little, cut her nails, had a shower, listened to music a little, read a little, walked a little, sat in front of the window watching the invisible gradual change from day to dusk, then went out into the garden.

She had forgotten that there is life in the night, and how pleasant and calm the dusk is, and how soft the black darkness is when it blends with the green of the garden plants. In this dusk she too was lost in the details of the garden.

She went into the house and turned on the light on her way from the veranda to the kitchen. She turned on the tap, put her mouth under the water and drank. She was very thirsty. From beneath the tap she heard the garden door then the front door. She looked at her watch: it was half past eight.

***

Five and a half hours late.

Five and a half hours cannot possibly be termed ‘late’.

‘Did you say that you would come back at three so we could go shopping?’

‘Yes, I am sorry, I was busy and I …’

‘I’m sure. You weren’t waiting for five and a half hours on the road just to be late.’

‘Is there nothing in the house?’

‘Why are you asking me?’

‘Because, it’s normal. I didn’t mean …’

‘Why “mean”? I’m sorry.’

‘Really sorry?’

‘Please …’

No need.

He tried to put his hands on her shoulders, but they hung in the air, seeking, hesitating, and she pushed them back into his pocket with her look.

‘Tomorrow I will get up early and do the shopping. Where is the shopping list?’

‘Why are you telling me this? Do you think this interests me, or so much as my fingernail? And …’

She returned to the table and took the list and ripped it up.

‘This is my list. Write your own list.’

***

His world seems to be balanced on a carpet, which she pulls from underneath his feet in a minute and shakes over the veranda. He did not know what was missing.

Even the beautiful moments of having coffee together became another form of their eternal fights. How did these fights happen?

He feels he cannot find her any more. He tries to give her his love, decency and desire, but always takes fright and draws back. He feels he’s nothing. He is the one that brings her close to tears rather than closer to him. He could not bear to hear her crying. Her tears made him hate himself.

She was at home and might be sad. He wanted to distance himself from the places she might be in, and the places he wanted to take her to.

Truly, he loves her and wants to be hers and close to her, behind her, above her, below her. Then love becomes a race between Torment and Pain. Every time pain recedes so does desire. And every time desire lessens so does his love. His pain lessens, his love lessens.

Then, even the neutral white wall becomes tiring for the eyes that are glued to it unwillingly.

Unavoidably.

She has left.

Translated by Jack and Sara Fageer
Revised by Jo Glanville and Adania Shibli


NATHALIE HANDAL

Umm Kulthoum at Midnight

He always came on weekends to play soccer with my cousins. He was tall, slim, soft-spoken; his name was Sebastian. I could not look at him directly, but when he looked away all I could see were his deep green eyes. My cousin Jamil sensed that I fancied Sebastian. But a ‘good Arab girl’ should not have such feelings for a non-Arab, and why would I even bother going there if I wasn’t going to marry him? It was culture. Our family gave us everything, so we had to give back to them by following tradition.

One Saturday afternoon as the boys were playing, Jamil’s father called him. I could see Jamil wanting to resist, but he didn’t. We were taught to respect our elders’ wishes; so Jamil headed for the car to run an errand for him. We looked at each other and his stare petrified me. What did Jamil think of me? What did I think of myself? Was I bad? And if I was, then why didn’t I feel guilty?

The boys played for another hour, and I allowed myself to look at Sebastian move up and down the field like never before. It was the first time I could see the shape of his chest. His muscles outlined under his tight white shirt, his legs slightly less hairy, slightly less muscular than the other boys. The game ended and my grandmother called me to get water for them. I gave all ten of them a glass, and they kept asking for refills. Sebastian thanked me. I smiled. He winked. I could feel everything move inside of me, and could also feel Jamil standing behind me. I recognised his breathing: it was heavy when he was upset or excited. Jamil was intelligent and had this intense look that many girls liked but he never spoke about anyone. The truth is, he was a bit stiff. Why couldn’t he be as relaxed as Sebastian? I wished he had found a girlfriend, which would distract him from looking after me.

My aunt Samia came out of the house to tell everyone to come eat her shish barak that evening. She and my uncle always threw parties on Friday evenings.

‘What’s that?’ Sebastian asked me.

‘You will see tonight,’ I jumped at the occasion to make it official. He was coming.

Jamil told Sebastian to bring his sister Ann, who was a friend of mine. But this was all very new, having friends over. We didn’t really invite foreigners to our family gatherings, probably because we kept to ourselves or they kept away from us. Our families especially did not invite young non-Arab men to our parties because many of the girls in my family were old enough for marriage. This was something Sebastian knew nothing about.

That evening I asked my cousin Soraya, who was twenty-two, to help me dress. She was very tall with black eyes and silky black hennaed hair which fell past her shoulders.

‘So who are you getting dressed for? Roula’s son … Ramzi?’

‘What would give you that idea?’

‘Ya habibi, he is hot.’

‘I guess … But come on, I can’t be myself with him.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘He is Arab.’

‘Listen, who can ever show their real “self” to anyone …?’

‘I can.’

‘Really, so why don’t you tell me what you are thinking of right now?’

She surprised me. I could not answer because I was thinking that, due to her past, she was not the best person to give advice.

‘Listen, everyone criticises me, says I am “used material”. Why? Because I was in love with Brad Anderson when I was sixteen and slept with him and that imbecile Walid told everyone.’

‘I thought …’

‘Even if I slept with half the population, who gives a damn… But I didn’t. The point is, people will always speak and they will always say what they want. Truth and reality are often distant neighbours.’

Up until that moment no other woman I knew had ever been so honest with me. I liked her not only because she was family, but also because of who she was – I had never thought of things that way. At that moment my aunt came in and asked us to help her. Soraya and I looked at each other as if we did not want to part. We bent our heads at the same time and then headed for the door. Soraya suddenly asked me to wait, went to her closet and came back with something in her hands.

‘Before we go out, wear this,’ she handed me a bracelet made of early twentieth-century Palestinian coins. I was touched.

‘Go ahead, wear it. It brings luck.’

‘It is so beautiful, are you sure you trust me with this?’

She smiled. At that moment I knew the courage I found in her would help me reach the next place.

When we got downstairs Umm Kulthoum was on. The stereo. The television. She was everywhere. Her voice knew the way into each one of our hearts. Soraya and I went to the kitchen. My aunt and the other women were humming and singing and they started handing us the food platters so we could place them on the dining-room table. Outside, in the patio and in the garden, my uncles and cousins were either playing tawoule, smoking arguileh, speaking about politics or their dream of returning to Palestine someday, or telling us the same childhood stories – the girls they liked, their days running in the fields and their anticipation at taking part in the olive harvest. Usually, after they had eaten, they would sit together and just sing Umm Kulthoum’s songs. It was like a meditation. A prayer. A return home.

My aunt Samia told me that the black dress I was wearing suited me, made me look like a young woman but ‘Laysh,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you ever put your hair down.’ I did not answer. I had heard it too many times. I have very wavy hair and they wanted me to put it down, but only when I blow-dried it straight. They didn’t want anyone seeing me with wild curly hair and I couldn’t go to the hairdresser every three days, so I kept my hair up.

As I placed the last dish, tabbouleh, on the table, my eyes locked with Sebastian’s. Soraya interrupted by whispering in my ear, ‘What’s he doing here?’

I looked at her surprised, but before I could answer, my aunt called her back into the kitchen. I walked over to Sebastian.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi, you look pretty,’ Sebastian said confidently.

The power he had on me overwhelmed me, so I did not answer.

‘So where are the others? Did Ann come?’ he asked.

‘Yes, she is somewhere.’

At that moment, Ann and Jamil came towards us. My prayers were answered. Jamil was interested in Ann. In an unusually relaxed manner, he told us to join everyone upstairs in the television room.

When we got upstairs, Sebastian asked, ‘Why is this woman with dark glasses on every television in the house?’

‘That is Umm Kulthoum, one of the most well-known female Arab singers,’ I replied proudly.

‘Damn, she doesn’t have a cool name.’

Everyone laughed, but I did not find it funny. I heard someone calling my name, so I went to see who it was. It was Soraya telling me to get her father’s cigarettes from the table in his bedroom, in the first drawer. I went down the long white corridor with ‘Enta Omri’ trailing behind me. A song that takes you to your love. Who was my love? I got to the room, opened the heavy wooden door and headed for the small glass table, but the cigarettes were not in the first drawer, so I opened the drawer below it. The cigarettes were lying on top of a kuffiyeh. I could see books and magazines under it and since I loved to read, I lifted the kuffiyeh. What I saw took me aback. I sat on the floor for what felt like a very long time. Jamil came in and sat beside me.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

He looked at the open drawer and then looked at me.

‘It’s only soft porn.’

I was not sure what I felt at that point, shocked, disappointed. More than anything, I felt like I knew less and less.

‘It is all so hypocritical, we are told to be pure, stay virgins – and they are looking at porn.’

‘It’s not …’

‘Please, we criticise the West but we are not better.’

‘We have family.’

‘They do too.’

‘Not like us.’

I didn’t respond. So he said, ‘I suppose all we can do is ask ourselves what works best for us.’

We heard a noise and quickly put the kuffiyeh back, closed the drawer and stood up.

‘What happened to the cigarettes?’ Soraya asked, looking at me.

‘I have them here,’ I showed them to her. Jamil left and I stayed behind with her.

‘Before we go downstairs, can I ask you something?’ She nodded her head.

‘How was Brad’s family?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘I just want to know.’

‘They were wonderful people. Brad was the unworthy one.’

‘But I thought you loved him.’

‘I did. But he just wanted to sleep with me, and he told Walid we were together. Boys are the same in all cultures.’

I did not know what to say but felt I should say something, ‘But in our culture we have family, respect. Look at Sebastian’s parents, they are divorced.’

She walked up to me, took the cigarettes from me, and said, ‘It’s not that perfect,’ and walked away. I understood.

I went back to the television room and sat next to Sebastian this time, unafraid and quite flirtatious. I realised that I did not really know who Sebastian was, but I did not care. I felt strong inside. After dinner, when everyone was distracted, I asked Sebastian to come with me. I knew this was the time to get away. Umm Kulthoum would be on even louder and everyone would be in a daze.

Sebastian walked behind me. I had the power and I liked it. That evening, I learned that men were fascinated by women and that women could seduce. I was in control. The corridor was L-shaped and Soraya’s room was at the end of the hall. When we got there, I told him to stay outside and I left the door half open. I turned the table light on, turned my back to him and started to undress. By now the house was vibrating, the music was very loud, but all I could hear was one voice.

My black blouse had buttons from top to bottom which I slowly unbuttoned. I let the blouse fall to the floor. Then I did something I did not think I would ever do, especially in front of a man, I put my hair down. My long curls rolled down my back, all the way down to my waist. I could feel the fire between my thighs, a trembling. I stood still. This feeling was unfamiliar; it pleased me. Was I allowed to feel this way? I pushed all the questions from my mind and let his eyes penetrate me.

I could feel him moving closer to the frame of the door, waiting for me to call to him. I bent my head backwards and heard his breathing. I wanted more. I knew he wanted more. It was midnight. I turned around, looked at him and said. ‘I always loved your voice, Jamil.’


SAMIRA AZZAM

Her Tale

My brother …

I used to wish I could remain a thing unknown to you, and that you could live your life without a sister whose existence so tortured you that you bowed your head in disgrace at the mention of her name and wished she had never come into being. But I saw you some days ago, travelling through our neighbourhood with restless, anxious and bewildered steps. I recognised your familiar face, and I read on it – from afar – an expression I had expected. I realised that ‘news’ of me had reached you; I felt sure the vile Awad had not let you be and had told you tales about me. Perhaps he had taunted you and gone too far … he injured your pride and goaded you so that the blood surged to your head and that night and the following nights haunted you. You went hungry for a week, or even several, to save up for the price of a gun you’d empty in my head at the first encounter. My intuition proved true when I saw your fingers grip something in your pocket.

It must have been the gun.

Yes, I foresaw all this the moment you left the orphanage where you spent your youth and emerged a new man pure in spirit, heart and gaze, pursuing a living as an honourable person. You wanted a place that would shelter you and your few belongings; you found nowhere but our old alley where we had lived when our father was alive. It was then I sensed the coming of some evil. I knew that Awad would not leave you alone until he had filled your head with his stories about me. The neighbourhood thought itself too respectable for the fun and games of ‘indecent’ women. There was a stain that had to be wiped away, and a tale to amuse the men while they sat around their glasses of black tea in the coffee shop, and some gossip too to set off the women’s prattling tongues each time they stuck their heads out of a window or flocked to a neighbour’s. A tale as juicy as mine was sure to entertain the neighbourhood for many months.

My poor brother, I don’t pity myself. Your foolish bullets deliver me from many things. They put an end to this existence that has sickened me at every moment, and ease nerves deadened by filthy, cheap passions that make beasts of men, their pockets ringing with coins to buy memories of a scarlet night.

No, I don’t pity myself as much as I pity you, the one clean passion in my heart, and your tender life choked by the slimy prison walls.

Did Awad say nothing more than ‘Kill her’, I wonder? Didn’t he tell you what happened to us when were children the day our father died? I was fourteen and you were five. The women in the neighbourhood cried crocodile tears over him and thanked God for releasing his wife first so that she ‘didn’t drink his grief’. The men agreed on their duties towards the dead but disagreed over compassion for the living! Did he tell you how he came to me the next day? I already hated him because he had tried once to kiss me by force and I had complained to our father about him. He went to Awad’s coffee shop, spat in his hateful face and hurled abuse at him. Awad came offering his services, but I firmly turned him away, brushed aside his hand offering me pennies and barred him from ever crossing the threshold of our house.

Didn’t he tell you the story of a girl who had no one to hold her hand in a big, lonely universe where her small foot feared to stumble? Then let me tell it. Let me. For the accused has a right to say her last words before her neck winds up on the rope of public opinion. We were young, brother, and had no one but Hunger, which gnawed at our bodies. So I went looking for work my two small hands would be strong enough for. I asked around, and I begged and wheedled until I ended up in a weaving shop whose owner met me and said, ‘Let me see your hands.’ So I held them out. ‘Graceful fingers,’ he said. ‘You’ll certainly do your work well. Go see the senior girl to show you the work. And if you do it well, I’ll give you five pennies a day.’

As I turned round to go and see the senior girl, I heard him say, ‘Do you know you have a pretty face, girl?’ I didn’t know until then I had a pretty face! Afterwards I found myself in a group of girls, all gaunt and sallow, their tender backs bowed over the looms, their fingers moving entirely automatically.

I did what they did and I did it well, and so I earned the five pennies and a smile too that I did not understand from the potbellied owner.

I used to work all day, leaving you in the care of Umm Mahmud, the only kind soul in the neighbourhood, and come home to you in the evenings, with bread and cheese and olives in my arms and a hankering and longing in my heart. I would hurry to you, nothing inside me but the spectre of the disgusting Awad when he would sometimes waylay me in the gloomy winding alleys and I would shower him with curses and run off spurred by feelings of rage, fear and dread.

I worked hard and my wages increased from five, to eight, to ten. This made the girls resentful and their tongues wagged behind my back and I thought I heard them say, ‘We expected this the moment she got here. She has a pretty, fair face and green eyes. Can’t you see how he devours her with his eyes?’ I felt stung by their attack; I did not know if ‘the boss’, as we called him, did indeed devour me with his eyes, like they said. He was kind to me and I put his kind treatment down to a certain care and sympathy. As for the extra, I earned it. Then one day he came inspecting the work and doing his rounds between the rows of workers, and when he reached me he patted my shoulder and said, ‘Would you stay a while after the other workers leave … I want to have a word with you.’

I spent the rest of the day wondering what he could want from me. A shiver that stripped the calmness from my heart overcame me. Once it was time to leave I tried to sneak out with the other girls, but I saw the boss at the door signalling to me to wait, so I held back. When the place was empty he pulled me by the hand into his office, opened a drawer from which he took a bottle of perfume and a bangle made of coloured beads, and said, ‘These are for you … I’m pleased with your work… Take them!’

I did not reach out my hand, so he pulled me towards him, but I slipped away like a small cat, then made it through the open door to the alley, in my heart an oppressive fear of some mysterious and invisible thing. As I turned the corner of the alley I saw Awad, studying me with his disgusting face and a yellow grin. Maybe he had been waiting there for me, and when he had waited too long he asked the other workers about me, because the instant he saw me he said, ‘Wonder why, out of all the girls, the boss made you stay? Did …? I thought so, you …!’ And he fired a dirty word that shook my small being. I ran to you terrified, crying. You looked at me with puzzled eyes, then burst into tears with me. We slept together, side by side; I pulled your little body into mine as if to protect myself with you from the boss. From Awad. From people. From the feelings raging through my heart.

I did not go to work the next day. I wanted to feel safe by staying beside you. But – at the insistence of Umm Mahmud, who kept asking why I wouldn’t go – I was forced to return. So I did, and the boss noticed me coming in and he smiled like a fox and nodded his head meaningfully.

That evening he ‘had another word with me’ and, in the evenings that followed, more ‘words’. I heard from him promises of gowns, perfumes, sweet things to eat, of all that was in his power to spin the head of a deprived girl. But I shrank back from staying with him, and my young heart beat uneasily. His promises did not reassure me one bit. I hated him even more when he leaned his greedy lips to my cheeks and began to kiss me, unaffected by the slaps on his rough face, so that when he let go of me I took to my heels, determined never to return. I stayed away for days, then bowed my head and went back. Because we had gone hungry. I had tried to find other work, so I took up service for a family, but then left it – after the cruel lady of the house struck me hard for breaking two cups – without me even demanding my week’s wages! So I had to return … to the looms!

The game of cat and mouse dragged out between the boss and me, my nerves weakened and the long chase ran them down. One day the prey stumbled. The vile man kicked her onto the street, stripped of dignity, cheated out of pride, scared, bewildered, tearful, crushed. Malice plagued her, contempt hounded her everywhere.

This time I could not go back to the house, or to the neighbourhood: Awad’s rumours and his baseness had arrived there first. He peddled the rumours here and there. And lips opened not to excuse or defend, or to ask for God’s protection, but to curse and shred.

I wandered about aimlessly for days … and day by day the belief in the justness of life died inside me. I ended up in a pitch-black hell that swallowed a victim every day yet always hungrily demanded more.

There I learned to reduce my humanity in the crucible of spite. There I learned to hate, to avenge, to do many more things … And I learned the trade!

Sometimes I would wake up from the throes of this great spite and remember you, and my heart would soften and I’d cry. I would send someone to bring me your news and so learned that you had ended up in an orphanage after Umm Mahmud had pleaded and pressured the neighbourhood’s elder to do something for this stray soul, who was you. Once, my longing tormented me, I made up my mind to see you and I picked up some presents, but when I reached the place I stood bewildered at the locked gate. I didn’t know how to go in, or what to say, or who to ask for. I tossed the parcel I was carrying through the window and turned back, caring about nothing at all.

Afterwards there were no reasons to connect our two worlds. I think you asked about me once or twice; you missed me a little or maybe a lot. But when the longing couldn’t nourish you any more, the memory of me slept inside you, then my face faded out of your heart as the days passed. I forgive you; you were young.

As for me, the young-old one, I did not forget you. I kept asking about you because my love for you was the only link between me and the world of emotions. Apart from that, storms of hatred consumed my heart.

Once again I say I pity you, now that you’re a man, for selling your life so cheaply. Once again I say, pray guard against the friendship of a low-life like Awad, whom I hated in the innocence of my childhood and whom I rose above on broken wings.

Enraged, I scorned him when he knocked on my door once, like the others. I slammed the door in his face and sent him away under a hail of insults.

As for this clumsy gun, take it and sell it, my little one … and buy yourself a shirt that covers your naked shoulders instead of this torn one that you haven’t taken off your back for the two weeks you devoted to watching our alley, ever since the thought of revenge drew you … to your sister!

Translated by Rima Hassouneh


NIBAL THAWABTEH

My Shoe Size and Other People’s Views on the Matter!

I’m free. I feel I’m saved at last. I throw my drained body into the safe little spot I’ve escaped to from the world of endless continents and lodge myself there securely. It is the realm of ‘my size’, though it barely contains me. I open my eyes as never before and shake my head from side to side with wild abandon. The stories and fingerprints of yesterday fall away with my curls.

As silent as love, granules of sweat roll down my face, like kind fairies bringing relief for a moment in childbirth.

I hold my head high, like a flag that has long hung half-mast but is hoisted up and flown with pride and victory by its children. With both my hands I smooth out the map of my life and call in a weary voice that barely reaches my ears:‘I’m free.’

I look down at my feet like an old invalid stunned by the sudden ability to walk. I rejoice like a child receiving a doll on a feast day and say to myself, ‘I’m reborn.’

I feel as fresh as peppermint, as though I was born today. My memory is as pure and clear as a pool of water untouched by the blowing breeze. I stand before the world in dumb bewilderment, as though I’ve stumbled upon a whole new existence.

The day before me is a blend of Eve’s life in the Stone Age and her life in this age of nothingness.

I run my hand along the contours of my body from the northern-most point to the southernmost tip and shout in that same voice you cannot hear, for I can barely hear it myself: ‘I can fly.’

The horse of my childhood dream, I see myself riding it now. True to the dream, we gallop on and on over level ground until we reach our destination. I hear nothing but the sound of hooves. I see nothing but the never-ending horizon dyed the yellow of sunflowers and the red of my lips. I feel nothing but a quivering desire to embrace life.

I know for sure that I can fly and won’t be brought down.
I’m liberated and won’t be shackled.
I’m reborn and won’t die again.
I have awoken and won’t slumber any more.

The awakening may have come late but what matters is that it has come at all. I thank the circumstances that drew me to him and him to me, in the same unexplained way we come into the world and the world comes to us. This afternoon I walked vainly down Jerusalem’s Madbaseh Street and entered his store. The world was ablaze with people and sweat poured forth from every direction. ‘What size?’ asked the young man, his mind on one customer, his eyes on another, his hands serving a third.

I quietly lowered myself onto a chair, then leapt up as its scorching leather seat stung me. There in the large mirror in front of me my action was reflected life-size. Struggling to overcome my confusion, I somehow managed to keep up my princess-like manners, ‘38, please.’ The young man, an expert in women’s fittings and shoe sizes, turned round and concentrated his full attention on me, ‘Really?’

His disdain brought the vile invisible walls that had encircled me for so long tumbling down. I could hear them collapsing. I watched him size me up and suddenly no longer knew myself. ‘What size am I really?’ I asked myself.

The man moved off, passing me, my distraction and my shock. He disappeared, then returned with the shoes in the style and size I had requested.

I took the shoes and undid the laces. Memories brought back the past. I recalled how each time I bought shoes in size 38 I would walk around in pain for a time, then eventually throw them in the cupboard stuffed with shoes of all styles and colours, all of which were 38s.

My feet are size 39 I told myself. Not 38. So why had I insisted on buying size 38 all this time? The answer lay folded carefully in a corner of Amal, Sana’, Samiyya and Ayda’s special girls’ meeting. We would all brag our feet were the smallest, the presumption of course being that there was a direct connection between shoe size and a girl’s grace and femininity.

I’d boast outrageously I was a 38, then fall quiet for a while, and occasionally admit warily that I was really a 39.

According to this theory, Samiyya was the most feminine and elegant of us all as she wore size 36, the size always on display in shop windows.

We would undress in front of shop windows to discover the truth. I stood for a long time in front of the windows of Benetton in Washington, lost in thought. How much ‘truth’ was really imparted there? If my colouring was black would the mirror receive me kindly? Or do we only stand in front of mirrors that flatter us?

Once, in a childish moment, exhausted by shoe sizes and walking barefoot in the desert of my life, I complained to my mother about the size of my feet. She gave me an adequate answer, but I was not satisfied. ‘It’s all proportionate. Samiyya is only 155 metres tall so she is petite and has small feet. You’re 170 so you have a bigger build and bigger feet.’

I dismissed my mother’s justifications, unconvinced and without giving her analysis much thought. I stuck with my own categorisation. ‘I’m a size 38,’ I thus convinced myself. It is incredible what we can make ourselves believe when we want to, in a sense selecting what we expose ourselves to, what we comprehend and remember. How we embrace some things and close our eyes to others and explain our visions from our own perspective! How we forget what we should really remember!

In some ways, my relationship with this theory resembles my relationship with my mother.

Today, with my simple discovery, having shed all former experience and sat as a spectator watching the film of my memories, I realise I have been doing this all my life because I wanted to get as close as I could to the standard people set for the feminine ideal. Whenever I went to buy shoes I would ask for 38s, then suffer from the new shoes for at least a month until they ‘softened or stretched’. Either this, or I threw them onto my pile of 38 size shoes because they were one size too small, but one step closer to the feminine ideal.

The disapproval of the man in the shoe shop shook me, my innermost being and all the hang-ups about my feet I’ve accumulated over the years, my convictions about shoe size, as it were.

The situation stunned me. A lifetime of immense suffering and trivial self-consciousness about my feet …

Why? How did this happen to me? Are there other measurements I should or should not wear?

Should I expect another shock to shake me into discovering that some other part of my unconscious is leading me unawares?

And you, do you wear the right size?

And this young man, who entered my life for a fleeting moment like a billboard that flips every minute as I pass in the car, why did he appear today?

Why hasn’t he ever asked, ‘38, really?’ before?

Why didn’t anyone else who saw me limping in tiny shoes intervene? Why didn’t anyone simply say, ‘Take off your shoes and you’ll feel a lot better! Take them off and walk barefoot.’

And me, how was I able to purchase hundreds of pairs of ill-fitting shoes simply because they were nearer to the feminine ideal? Perish my idiot shoes and perish the standards set for beauty and femininity!

All my life I have suffocated my toes in shoes that are not suitable because the size is wrong. Do you think I can make it up to my feet by walking barefoot for the rest of my life and never yielding to shoe sizes, styles and colours again?

I pause with deference and humility and offer my deepest apologies to my toes and the balls of my feet, which have often swollen from the pressure. I leave the shop wearing a new pair of size 39 shoes, with my old tiny ones under my arm. I decide to hang them in a prominent place in my house. Perhaps I will think up a creative way of displaying them that will not enhance their beauty or bring them any admiration.

I’ll put them somewhere I can see them so that I will never forget that lifetime of discomfort, swollen soles and squashed toes borne out of my insistence on a size that was too small but that would provide the opportunity for people to regard me as ‘feminine’.

Translated by Christina Phillips
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