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To dancers on the verge of madness, before they fall forever into its dark tunnel




1


Dr Nadim Nasra’s success in his work and personal life concealed a tale of struggle and perseverance stretching back through long years of hardship that had been a dark night with no promise of dawn. Success had instilled in Dr Nadim a sense of confidence in his abilities and freed him from the feeling of inferiority that had gnawed at him as a result of his limited means and his early halting progress at work.


Here at the beating heart of life, fear and miserable memories were behind him; he was a success and this made for happy memories. It was not strange, then, that he should start enjoying the social life around him, especially the English milieu he worked in and his relationship with his wife Maureen, and his children. He felt that life had smiled on him and offered him a helping hand, and this provided him with a peace of mind he had not known for years. Now, he had space to think about his family who lived in his far-off homeland, the sad country he had not visited since migrating to Britain.


Distance from his family and friends had given him sleepless nights, and he had done his utmost to suppress the longing for home that was always there under the surface. Making himself successful was what really mattered to him, and he had had little spare time for distant memories. But now he had dispelled the uncertainties in his life and set things straight, he began to yearn for his beloved family and their distant land. He had a hankering for anything Arab and oriental: people, food, customs, climate, clothing, even the streets and alleyways. He was drawn to people speaking Arabic, and felt an overwhelming desire to listen to the melody of the language with its different accents, which would combine in his ears while he savoured their impact and resonance. He remembered the chatter of his siblings, his mother, his aunts, and the neighbours, as well as the way with words of his teachers at school and university. In his country, he had spoken Arabic naturally and spontaneously, but in the frosty country of exile all he could do was wait till he was lucky enough to join in with those who spoke his language socially or at parties.


His brilliant success had not stopped him from leading a life of routine; every day followed the same pattern. He might as well have been another Big Ben. He went to work in the morning and came home at the end of the day to spend his evenings in comfort at home in leafy Richmond.


His wife Maureen managed the house, taking care of things for him and his children, while he focused on making money. Everything was going smoothly, not a single dark cloud in a clear blue sky, but then his life was turned upside down. Fate struck out of the blue, and, as they say, the winds don’t always blow in the ship’s favour.


One day, Nadim left his surgery at lunchtime and headed to a small Arab cafe that sold fuul beans, falafel, hummus, and flat bread. A woman out walking some dogs – four, and all of different breeds – went past him, bumping into a man carrying several bags of shopping. The largest dog sniffed at the man’s leg, giving him a fright. He fell over, and the contents of the bags – oranges, potatoes, onions, a small bag of sugar, and a carton of milk – spilled everywhere. Nadim helped the man get up and gather the things scattered on the pavement. The woman walking the dogs gave a cold apology for the mishap caused by her dog and headed off, urging her dogs to run behind her, perhaps fearing that the man might get angry and sue her, or the police come and accuse her of being negligent with her dogs. The man pulled himself together and offered his hand to his helper. “I’m Nafie,” he said.


The Arabic name grabbed Nadim’s attention and he responded delightedly: “Your name is Nafie. You must be Arab, then!”


Nodding his head, Nafie said: “Yes. I’m an Arab. And you are?”


Pointing to a building at the end of the street, Nadim said: “I’m Nadim Nasra. I’m a doctor and my surgery is in that building. Please come with me so I can give you a check-up and treat your grazes. To be honest, I don’t think you’re in any danger because the dogs here are inoculated against rabies, but heaven knows. Perhaps the dog injured your hand or you were hurt when you fell. It’s better to be cautious in such cases even though they appear minor. I’ll just disinfect the grazes and perhaps give you a tetanus injection.”


Nadim sat with his unfamiliar guest in the patients’ waiting room and made polite conversation. After Nafie had had a cup of Arabic coffee and eaten something sweet, he turned to the paintings of oriental scenes on the walls: palm trees, orchards, vineyards, groves of oranges, lemons, and pears. He noticed scenes from the Levant, from Iraq, and from the Nile Valley. The Doctor gave him the necessary treatment and reassured him that there was nothing to worry about and no chance of catching anything from the bite.


The Doctor said to Nafie: “I hope you’ll be a regular visitor at the surgery, even if you don’t need any medical treatment or advice.”


Nafie was pleased by the invitation and thanked him. “My house isn’t far from here,” he said. “It’ll be easy to visit you whenever the chance arises, inshallah. A pleasure to meet you, Doctor. A dog bite led me to meet you, and as they say, every cloud has a silver lining. I hope our friendship will grow and last. Both of us left our countries and live in exile. That’s why we should help each other. Thank you, and see you again.”


From that day Nafie became a regular visitor at the surgery of his new friend the Doctor. These visits delighted the Doctor because he had a yearning for all that was Arab and oriental. He longed to talk about the traditions and customs of the past, and about the Arabic language and stories. Nafie would finish work on the outskirts of the city and take the train to the clinic. The two men would sit together once the patients and nurses had left, drinking Arabic coffee and tea and eating nuts. They would enjoy each other’s company until it got late, when they would make their separate ways home.


They reminisced about when they had first arrived in London and the hardships they had both faced in terms of finding work and getting used to the bitterness of life in a strange land. The Doctor had not run after any job that came his way, but insisted on finding work in medicine, which he had studied and for which he had the required experience. But the health authorities made him take extra classes in medicine, which caused him a lot of hardship. The Doctor told his new friend about things that happened to him at that time, some of which had made him happy, while others had made him angry and upset.


He had travelled around on the Underground going from station to station carrying a pile of papers, forms, and job applications. People walked past him as fast as the train itself, confidently heading off with somewhere to go, while he walked aimlessly. His pockets were empty and he wanted someone to help him financially. His heart was empty and he was in dire need of love, affection, and a human touch. He said that he had lived with a woman called Julia who had a house in a posh part of London. Their relationship began when he was looking for somewhere to live and rented a room in her house. The time he spent living there with her helped him to learn English really well and in record time. After he joined a teaching hospital in Birmingham, he split up with her, which made her so sad it nearly killed her. With him not there anymore, she lived all alone in her big house. She felt angry and accused the Doctor of betraying her. She thought he had betrayed her friendship after she had helped him, supported him, and treated him very generously.


One day, Nafie invited his friend Nadim to dinner at his house. The Doctor welcomed the invitation, especially because he rarely had an opportunity to visit Arab people in their homes. He was looking forward to the day when he would enjoy the atmosphere of an Arab home, speak Arabic, and eat food different to what he had at home. His wife Maureen cooked mostly English food without spices and garlic, and he found it bland. The Doctor did not have a particular image of Nafie’s house in his head and did not know whether his friend was married.


The Doctor arrived at Nafie’s house on the agreed day at the agreed time. He was carrying a bunch of flowers and a box of Arabic pastries. He rang the doorbell. When no one came to the door, he rang again. The front door half opened but nobody was there to greet him. He heard the sound of footsteps, took a peek, and spotted a figure hurrying back inside the flat. He pushed open the door and took a look around. He was hit by the smell of cooking, just like the smell of his family’s cooking back home, far away. He remembered his mother’s food, the mixture of cumin, lemon, parsley, garlic and spices. He stopped in the doorway waiting for the figure who had opened the door and vanished to reappear. The aroma of cooking made him hungry for Arab food.


The person who had opened the door for the Doctor and vanished like a ghost was none other than Nafie’s wife, Maliha. She did not stay and welcome her guest after opening the door because of the saucepans on the stove. The moment she was done in the kitchen, she came back and stood before the guest. The air was filled with the delicious aromas of what was cooking.


Her face was distinguished by shy dark eyes and lit up with an enchanting, playful smile. She was wearing a red velvet kaftan with beautiful abstract patterns embroidered in gold thread across the front. Her appearance created an attraction that did not go unnoticed. The red colour and gleam of the kaftan reflected in the tone of her skin and made her cheeks redder. Her deep black hair flowed like waves in the darkness of night. It was pinned up on top with a coloured clip and locks hung down to the level of her lips, which were painted with a sexy strawberry-coloured lipstick. Nadim’s darting eyes met the drowsy eyes of Maliha. He felt miraculously drawn to her, as though there had been ties of affection to this beautiful woman since the creation of the world. Her lovely eyes drew him profoundly in, and he felt he was drowning and melting away to nothingness. His heart was beating, almost audibly he felt, and he was so tongue-tied he could not even say hello. He was intoxicated, her forceful beauty making him awkward. The next thing he knew, he had extended a trembling hand and was shaking hers; a white hand smooth to the touch. Her slender wrist was encircled with gold bracelets that give a ringing sound that spelt seduction. Her fingers were slim like her wrist and bore gold rings set with garnets and emeralds.


After shaking hands and exchanging greetings, Nadim handed Maliha the gifts he had brought. She took them gracefully and thanked him for his generosity. Her wide smile still shone on her face as she looked at him, feeling a longing and a desire she had never known before. He contemplated her face again, examining its features. Her beauty had stunned him, catching him unawares. He noted a precise resemblance between Maliha and someone close to him. Perhaps it was an image long embedded in his unconscious. An image composed of many faces: his mother, his sisters, his aunts, and some women from his old neighbourhood. The image grew and expanded as he inhaled the aroma of the cooking, so like the aroma of his mother’s cooking that still lingered in his memory. Maliha’s flat was a smaller version of his family’s house thousands of miles away. “Is this the vision I have been chasing all these years?” he wondered. “Is she the image that has always appeared to me during my life in this cold country?”


Maliha’s beauty evoked the beauty of his distant country. The similarity signifying the long-lost treasure that he had been seeking in his roots. His longing and nostalgia for the warmth of the East grew and this reinforced his sense of the vast difference between the cold English life he led with his wife Maureen and life in his far-off land.


He nearly forgot the custom that called for physical separation between him and Maliha as a woman married to his friend, and almost gave her a gentle and tender embrace. He wanted his body to cleave to hers and longed to say: “At last I’ve found what I’ve been looking for in this cold city: you, my sublime Arab beauty. I’ve found you after all the years you’ve lain dormant in my subconscious. Where have you been all this time?”


At the last moment, he held back, recognising the seriousness of the mistake he would have made if he had actually done that. Maliha undoubtedly stood for everything he had left behind in his country, and that made him feel homesick. He had finally found those things again in front of him in a flat in London. He wanted to whisk Maliha far away, as if on a flying saucer, and spend the rest of his life with her. He wished he could forget his relationship with Maureen and make Maliha forget her relationship with Nafie.


He recovered from the shock of it all and smiling kindly said: “I’m Doctor Nadim Nasra. I work at a surgery nearby. It looks like I’ve arrived early. Can I see my friend Nafie?”


The bracelets on her slender wrist shook playfully with a sweet melody as she said: “No, you did not come early. You came on time. Nafie is late back from work. I’m his wife Maliha by the way. Hello, and do come in.”


Maliha welcomed the Doctor no less warmly than he had her. She was dazzled by his smart appearance, clean clothes, deep voice, easy smile and kind eyes. She was attracted to him and forgot about the shops and the successful shopkeepers whom she watched out of her living-room window down below on Gold-hawk Road, Shepherd’s Bush.


She wiped the image of the butcher from her mind. He was short, pale skinned, bald, and stocky, with a large black birthmark in the middle of his cheek that you could not miss. She would see him from her window staggering around his shop wearing a white coat spattered with blood and grease. With his chunky hands in their translucent nylon gloves he would lug kilos and kilos of fresh red meat and put them on the scales, which almost tipped over from the weight, like a donkey stumbling under its burden.


Standing facing Nadim, it became apparent to Maliha that London contained another kind of success she had known nothing about. This was success unmarred by the hardship and suffering of those struggling to make a living. His success differed from that of the shop owners who worked tirelessly all day without getting bored. She watched the commerce in the shops like it was theatre. The main act involved earning money. In London there were different kinds of success: Doctor Nadim had achieved his desires and kept his hands clean and not soiled with blood, unlike her neighbour the butcher, even though both the doctor’s and the butcher’s trade involved blood.


The clean-cut appearance of the Doctor reminded her of the many times she had wished to make something of her life, enough to change her day-to-day life which was full of hassles. Her life here in London with her husband Nafie was a continuation of the reality she had lived with her family in the past.


Maliha led the Doctor into the living room. She felt that his footsteps were captivating her heart and taking control of her, body and soul. The Doctor sat on the edge of one of the low sofas, an arrangement just as in an Arab house. In front of him was a table whose top was a round copper tray with hand-engraved designs around the edge, like those sold in the shops in Arab markets. The tray was so large that it nearly covered all the floor space in the small room. On the tray was a small decorative coffee set made of copper.


Every object in the small flat reminded the Doctor of the living room of his family house back home, but on a smaller scale. The brightly coloured plastic flowers, the large copper coffee pot, the old floral curtains, the TV, the tinted-glass display cabinet with its perfume bottles and other trinkets all bore the stamp of his old home. “I would never have believed,” he said to himself, “that I’d see a house in London with the same character as my family home.”


Shortly after the Doctor sat down, Maliha excused herself and hurried back to the kitchen to fetch him a glass of apricot nectar, which she brought in on a small tray in a red glass decorated with gold filigree. The glass might have been spirited away from a folklore museum in some Arab country, and this resemblance increased his desire to drink the apricot juice. He took the glass and thanked Maliha. Then he took a sip. He felt he was getting drunk. He could sense Maliha sitting next to him with no barrier between them. He felt intensely attracted towards her and in a tremulous voice told her how he had met her husband.


Maliha sat up straight; she looked towards the window, and her smile disappeared. She undid the clip holding her hair, which fell down in long black waves of silk, like a velvet night perfumed with jasmine. Sorrow filled her heart as she said: “Doctor, Nafie rarely tells me about his life outside the house. To be honest, I don’t know much about what goes on in my husband’s head. He doesn’t communicate with me and doesn’t tell me his feelings or what he’s up to. Seeing as you’re not a stranger to us, let me tell you that Nafie and I live in different worlds. It’s as if we live beyond the world beneath our window. The ebb and flow of events in London is of no concern to us.”


Her eyes widened strangely with a mysterious glint, and her features took on a serious aspect as she continued: “You might be surprised by what I’m going to say, and honestly I’ve never told anyone before. Since coming to this country, Doctor, I’ve lived a totally isolated and lonely life, skulking behind these walls. I don’t know a soul. Again and again, I’ve resolved to break out of my isolation. I suffer so much. Let’s just say that my situation is intolerable, but the real tragedy is that whenever I try to escape my confinement, I ask myself, ‘Where am I going to go?’ I find myself at a loss, and I make do with opening the window and looking at the outside world, observing life and feeling its pulse, but without any enjoyment. I watch the passengers on the bus and I wish that I was one of them so I could ride to faraway places. I fancy that the bus will take me out of my isolation and let me mix with other people and fulfil some of my hopes and dreams.” With that she burst into tears.


The Doctor took a clean white scented handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and offered it to her. He was confused. “But Madame Maliha, as far as I know, Nafie is a really great man, extremely good-natured and generous.”


“On the surface, you’re right,” she said. “But there are things about him you don’t know. I’ll tell you how it is. Well, Nafie doesn’t involve me in anything he does. He doesn’t work for a better life. I’d be right if I said Nafie had led us into abject poverty. Nafie is a submissive man, happy to make do with little. He acts as though nothing in life interests him. He’s floundering in lethargy. We live a miserable secluded life in a pokey flat. The furniture and stuff we own is no better than what we had at home in the country we left. I’ve encouraged Nafie to make an effort to improve our standard of living, but it’s like talking to a brick wall and he doesn’t take me seriously. Aren’t we entitled to a part of the luxury we see around us in this rich city?”


The Doctor, aware of her tears, said: “You seem tired, Madame Maliha. Perhaps I’ve come at an inappropriate time.”


She shook her head as if she wanted to encourage him to draw closer, to listen to her words and console her. The only thing the Doctor could do to lessen the sadness that had taken hold of Maliha was draw close and soothe her pain. He hesitated, fearing he might break the social convention that forbade a man from drawing close and touching a woman who was not a relative. But in an effort to convince himself it was okay, he thought he really ought to do something to comfort her.


He stood up and extremely tentatively sat down again next to her and tried to put his hand on her shoulder. Looking at her he said: “It saddens me to see you suffer, Madame Maliha. Just so you know, I’m also a stranger like you and Nafie. I came to this country to work and find a job that would let me fulfil myself financially, emotionally, and professionally. I wanted to build a better future for me and my family, but at the beginning it wasn’t easy despite my talents and despite being a qualified doctor. Fulfilling that goal meant putting up with hardships and swallowing a lot of bitter pills. But thanks to God, to perseverance, and continual effort, I managed to reach my goal, gain more experience, and set up a decent practice. That’s why I appreciate the situation you complain about, Madame Maliha. Please tell me if there is anything I can do to be of assistance to you both. Why don’t you and Nafie come and have dinner at my house one evening? You can meet my wife Maureen and my children.”


She did not respond to his suggestion because she was busy drying her eyes. The Doctor was still dumbfounded at what he was hearing from Nafie’s wife. A woman he was seeing for the first time in his life was opening up to him about her financial problems and her private relationship with her husband. He had no explanation for what he was hearing and seeing, but he was certain that this woman had bewitched and hypnotized him. He longed to be able to hug her tight to him and console her for her sadness and despair. He wanted to say: “Take refuge in the cool shade of my heart and shelter from the pain and fear of life. For so many years I’ve yearned for the joy and pleasure of a breathtaking beauty and overwhelming femininity like yours. I’m ready to set sail with you in the ship of eternal happiness and infinite love. Let me visit all the archipelagos in the world’s oceans, seas, and gulfs with you. Let us spend a whole week sipping the pleasure of beautiful love, far from customs, airports, and the wicked.”


When he became aware that he had been daydreaming, he said: “Just give thanks to God, Madame Maliha. How can you feel depressed and despondent living in London which is so lively and cosmopolitan?”


“What you say is true, Doctor,” she said, “but things are the way I have described them. God is my witness that I’m speaking the truth. Apart from my family problems, I can’t speak English well enough to help me mix with people and get to know them. Nafie is responsible for getting me out of this dark tunnel. He doesn’t listen to my frequent advice to do something to end the problems that dog us at every turn. It’s useless. Nafie will never be ambitious and will always be lazy, weak willed, and self-absorbed.”


Maliha had barely finished her sentence when Nafie came into the room looking terrible. After a long hard day at work, his face displayed signs of exhaustion and fear. He was afraid of his wife’s temper. She would explode in his face for some reason or for no reason and let him have it. He did not want her to attack him in the presence of his friend who was visiting for the first time. Nafie stretched out a trembling hand and, apologizing for being late, greeted the Doctor.


Maliha went off like a time bomb: “Nafie, God help me, what is this? Look at your filthy clothes and hands. Before we sit down to dinner, go and have a wash. We are not on our own today, and being hospitable requires that we present ourselves to our guests looking good and smelling fresh. You look and smell terrible. Please go and have a wash. It won’t take you long. Go and get on with it.”


Possibly for the first time in his married life, which had involved years of shame and inferiority, fear did not drive him to obey her orders. Instead of going to the bathroom as she had demanded, he sat in excruciating embarrassment on the chair by the sofa.


Maliha left the living room and went into the kitchen to get the food ready. Nafie was very upset by the hurt Maliha had inflicted on him in front of his friend, who was in shock himself because Nafie had just stood there, unable to control his wife. The Doctor looked at Nafie, and they exchanged a few words on random subjects. He avoided looking directly at him until Maliha came back with the plates and they sat down to eat at the round table. The Doctor and Nafie resumed their conversation about London and how expensive everything was, particularly house prices.


As though trying to assuage his wife’s anger, Nafie said: “Inshallah, in a year’s time, we intend to buy a house back home so we can spend the summer with family. Being separated from her family is no easy thing for Maliha. She’s desperate to get away from the crowds and problems of London.


“Nafie,” Maliha interrupted in a sharp tone, “please stop dreaming. Your income’s minimal and won’t let you buy a house anywhere, not even a rabbit hutch. Did you hear the rubbish he was talking, Doctor? He says these made-up things knowing full well his income is tiny and not enough to keep us. Actually, his pay runs out a day or two before the end of the week. Tell me Doctor, when we’re living this contemptible life, how can this man buy the house he’s talking about? Please, ask him?”


Maliha kept insisting with the Doctor: “For God’s sake, ask him, Doctor. Perhaps he’ll give you an answer. He certainly doesn’t answer me when I ask him.”


Nafie did not respond to Maliha’s words. He shrank into his seat, yet more embarrassed, and began to sweat profusely. But Maliha had not finished and she continued to harangue her husband and belittle his views until he fell silent. Maliha continued her nervous monologue. The Doctor listened to her incessant censure and could see how ashamed her husband was.


“Before buying a house in our country,” she said, “wouldn’t it be better to move out of this small depressing flat? Doctor, before we moved to this flat, I didn’t know it was council property, and that Nafie hadn’t bought it with his own money through his own hard work. If I had known, I swear, I would never have agreed to move here. I deserve more than having to languish in shame in a council flat. As you know, Doctor, life in a flat on a council estate like this is really hard. It destroys your nerves and there’s no privacy. Outside, we have to deal with all the rubbish piled up around the place, in the entrance and the corridors and the lifts, as well as the incessant noise from neighbours. When you go home in the evening, it’s frightening, especially when you bump into a gang of unemployed youths and rowdy kids. They hassle and abuse the passers-by and nobody can do anything about it for fear of getting pelted with stones and bottles or attacked with a knife. Last month, they stabbed one of the neighbours causing him permanent injury, and it was like nothing had happened. As you know, in this country they view self-defence as a serious criminal offence. If you make a complaint, it takes the estate office ages to investigate and resolve the problem. And you can be sure they won’t back you, even if you’re in the right, especially if you’re a foreigner.”


Maliha pointed a finger at Nafie and said: “For that and many other reasons, I urge this lazy man to persevere, like other men, until he can buy his own house so that we can get out of this pit where we suffer so badly. I want a house where we can live with our heads held high, in comfort, feeling safe and secure. In our own house, no one would ask what we hang on the walls and what we plant outside. No one would ask us to pay money to maintain the public garden in the street and the block’s community garden, neither of which we get any benefit from and which are of no interest to us whatsoever. Actually, I’d like a house with a big garden like our neighbours al-Amini ben Umran, the Somali guy, and his English wife Janet. They were able to buy a house in the suburbs with a big garden and a swimming pool. Now they live in total comfort. But unfortunately Nafie’s deaf to what I say. He prefers things as they are and doesn’t try to change our situation for the better.”


For the tenth time Maliha stabbed her finger towards the window and said: “My husband isn’t motivated like the men I see working hard morning and night. I wish that a little of their effort would rub off on my lazy, good-for-nothing husband. Those men have businesses that make a good profit and plenty of money. They deserve to succeed in their businesses and in their family lives.”


Nafie shifted and said in a low voice: “But, Maliha, this is their country and not mine. Isn’t that true, Doctor?”


The Doctor looked at the floor and said: “Madame Maliha, what Nafie says is right. Don’t you know how hard it is for foreigners in this country to make something of themselves? In the West, making a living isn’t easy, particularly in business. The West doesn’t shower you with silver and gold like many people think. This is the land of hardships, social fear, and economic pressure. The mansions of the powerful and well-off were built by the weak and powerless, many of whom died without the cruel system taking any notice.”


The three of them spent the evening in this strange fashion: the two men mostly silent as Maliha recounted her dissatisfactions with her husband Nafie. The time came for the Doctor to leave, and he said goodbye to the couple and headed to the station to catch a train back home. He did not know then that the visit to Maliha and her husband’s flat would be repeated again and again.


The Doctor’s mind was full of the image of Maliha and drawn to her beauty despite the sharpness of her tongue and her mockery of her husband. His desire for her grew, and he did not care whether he received many times more the harshness and mockery reserved for Nafie. That night the Doctor went to bed with his heart overflowing with Maliha and her behaviour to such an extent that she kept him awake, tossing and turning, as he tried to think of the right way to get close to her in her small flat on a council estate on Goldhawk Road, Shepherd’s Bush. He did not doubt for an instant that he had been smitten. He was ready to shout his love for her from the highest mountain and give her all the good things in life to make her happy.


Without question, Maliha had captured his heart and conquered his mind. He fell asleep and had beautiful dreams of her. He dreamed he had become their private doctor and their lawyer. He also dreamed he had become the person they relied on for everything in their lives. Telephone calls that required a good command of English, the forms that needed filling in for the authorities. He would demand their rights for them when they were mistreated by local officialdom.


He woke up and sat on the edge of the bed going over his dreams. They seemed so real and lucid. Speaking to himself he said: “Yes, I will be Maliha and Nafie’s counsel because they are both in dire need of someone to defend them. I will also be their judge because they need someone to listen to their grievances with each other and give a final verdict as to who is in the right and who in the wrong.”




2


Nafie and Maliha’s wedding had taken place after a series of events that almost wrecked their marriage before it had even begun. The marriage happened after Nafie had decided once and for all to go back to his country and leave behind the many pressures and torments of London. Back home, his gaze fell on Maliha, and besotted, he had to make her his whatever the cost. He did just that and asked for her hand in marriage from his old friend, her brother, Abdel Wahid, who agreed without hesitation. Her whole family also gave their consent.


Maliha, however, refused to accept the idea of Nafie as a husband and swore she would never marry him whatever inducements he offered. But in the end, against her will, she had no choice but to go along with the marriage. However, she decided that her wedding night would be turned into her husband’s curse. She executed her fiendish plan the morning after her wedding night. She woke up at dawn and screamed for all to hear in the neighbourhood alleyways that her husband was impotent. To avoid further scandal, and after the advice of Maliha’s family, especially Abdel Wahid, Nafie decided to return with his wife to London, despite his fears of the problems he would face there. He knew how hard making a living would be, but he did not tell Maliha that. He did quite the opposite, and made her believe that he lived in the lap of luxury. That very evening Nafie flew to London with Maliha. The taste of his shame lingered bitterly on his tongue and he was still burning with the embarrassment and humiliation she had dealt him with her insult. Strangely, Maliha, after her outburst and upset, became calm and relaxed, as though her limbs were too languid to move and her tongue had lost its power of speech. She never imagined what fate had in store for when she began her new life in Britain.


In contrast, Nafie was flung into an ocean of worry and gloom over the future. How would his wife react to his poverty and the fact that he lived in a cramped room in a filthy hovel of a hotel? Maliha and all their old neighbourhood thought he was a rich man living in an opulent city called London, located on the edge of the beautiful continent of Europe, in a posh neighbourhood, in a big house overlooking the Thames, and possibly in a mansion in one of the areas inhabited by the rich. Nafie wondered what his wife’s reaction would be when she saw his home was like a rat hole.


He was certain that his wife would be absolutely livid at what had happened to her. The thing that annoyed her most was that her family had made her marry a man she did not want and she had only agreed to travel with him in the hope he would provide her with some material comfort. Nafie felt he was in for trouble. He looked at Maliha as she slept in her seat on the plane, in a pitiful attempt to derive strength from her and be able to banish the black thoughts gripping him and find some answers to the difficult questions that kept popping into his head. He looked out of the plane window and saw the cities, towns and villages of his country stretching out as far as the eye could see. They were threaded through by rivers and valleys and surrounded by the sea. He saw mud houses and brick buildings, mosques and churches, fields of figs and olives. He looked hard as though pleading for mercy from the merciful powers of the East to help him through the difficulties ahead.


Since Maliha had no idea about any likely problems, she started to prepare herself mentally for life with her husband in the new marital home. She knew nothing about the life awaiting her, but took consolation from the fact that London was located thousands of miles away from the painful events of the past. She would no longer encounter the faces she had seen on the morning after her accursed wedding night. She imagined that she would live together with Nafie in a spacious and comfortable place, so much better than the miserable house where she had lived with her family. It never occurred to her that she was going to live in a gloomy room in a small hotel full of refugee and immigrant families who had not been lucky enough to find a house fit for living, but found themselves in hotel bedsits with false promises of being moved to suitable accommodation. The image she had was rosy and bright.


Nafie exited the arrivals hall at Heathrow Airport with Maliha. They took the coach to the hotel where he lived in central London. The coach drove along wide streets and drew parallel with double-decker buses and trains. Maliha saw sights she had never dreamed of. She saw the organized way in which people behaved and the fancy shops. They were sights that filled her with happiness and provided proof for the positive thinking that had engaged her on the long journey from the heart of the East to the heart of the West.


When they entered the hotel, Maliha was puzzled. “Where are we?” she said. “I don’t think we’re in London. This is a hotel, not a house.”


Trying to avoid a straight answer to his bride’s questions, Nafie said: “Come along, darling. Just come with me. Please, I’ll explain it all.” Maliha remained uncertain as to whether this was where they would be living in London or whether they were in another city where they would spend their honeymoon.


They kept walking until they were standing in front of the door to Nafie’s room. Maliha grew more puzzled at what she was witnessing. Nafie opened the door and they entered the small room. They were met by a bed, so narrow it could only sleep one person. This was more than Maliha could bear and she lost her temper. “What’s this?” she yelled. “Where am I going to sleep when there’s only one bed?”


Growing yet more embarrassed, Nafie said: “My darling, we’ll sort everything out tonight, I promise. Let’s spend tonight here. You sleep on the bed and I’ll sleep on the floor. Inshallah, tomorrow I’ll start looking for somewhere else suitable for us to live, by the grace of God, and we’ll move to a better place very soon. Just be patient, and trust in God.”


Nafie tried to make up an explanation for the awkward situation. “I’m living here temporarily, I forgot to tell you. I had a smart flat but I sold it before I left. I thought I was going home for good and wasn’t planning to return to London. But, unfortunately, events were against me. The wedding was very expensive, and I had to borrow a tidy sum from the bank to cover it. I had no choice but to come back here and work to pay off the loan, because if I stayed at home, it would be impossible to make enough money. You know how few job opportunities there are in our country and how badly they pay.” Maliha did not reply to what her husband was saying. She lay down on the bed and slept until morning. Nafie slept on a threadbare couch next to his wife’s bed.


So, Nafie and Maliha began married life in a cramped hotel room provided courtesy of the benefits system. Nafie started working in a shoe factory, hoping that fortune would smile on him. Life with Maliha was full of pleasure for him; he was madly in love with her despite the scandal she had brought on him. Every morning, he left her and went to work. She remained curled up in the room, like a prisoner, awaiting his return. As the days and weeks passed she grew frustrated and bored.


She started to comprehend the problem she was in. She felt unable to take control of her domestic life and do things like cooking, the laundry, and cleaning the room. Many times, she found herself desperate to cook something she liked to eat, but couldn’t because of the difficulty of cooking there. It was hard for residents to cook at the time they wanted to. There was a single kitchen on each floor of the hotel that everyone on that floor shared. In each was a single fridge. Families had to take turns using the utensils, and had to keep their food separate in the fridge so it did not get mixed up with another family’s. When a family took someone else’s food by mistake, there would be arguments that might last for weeks. There were also quarrels over creating a roster for using the kitchen. From time to time the hotel practically turned into a war zone because of the cramped conditions and the shared use of communal rooms and bathrooms.


The tiny room and the lack of freedom to behave as one wanted and relax when one wanted naturally made Maliha feel stressed out. She would wait, at the end of her tether, for Nafie to come back each evening. The moment he came in, she would knit her eyebrows and lay into him. She had no hesitation in accusing him of failing to find a better place to live and in blaming him for their miserable situation. Showing her annoyance she would complain: “Why did you marry me when you knew you didn’t have the money for us to live a happy married life with a decent standard of living? You forced me to get married, knowing that all you had to offer was a tiny room in a crowded hotel. I haven’t had a wink of sleep because of the noise that never stops. The walls are thin and awful noises from outside come through. This isn’t living, it is just crap followed by more crap.”


Maliha went over how things had propelled her into this situation. She asked her husband about the chances of getting out. “It’s obvious that this crap is going to continue. I have absolutely no confidence in you being able to change how we’re living. What are you going to do about this mess? How are you going to get me away from this? If you want the truth, it’s my fault because I agreed to come with you. I should have refused, even if it had cost me my life.”


When she didn’t feel she was getting any answers, she started threatening him. In tears, she said: “Nafie, I’m giving you one month, no more, to find us somewhere better than this filthy cage. If you don’t do that by then, I’ll leave you and go back home, where I’ll make a scandal for you with my family and the neighbours, just as I did the morning after our wedding night. I’ll tell them all about the pitiable state we’re living in. You managed to hide the truth by somehow spending lavishly. My family and all the local people were dazzled and thought you must be very rich. They all thought you’d be able to provide your wife with a good life. I’ll go home and tell them all the bitter truth and reveal that you’re a fraud and a fake.”
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