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Flatbush Avenue





She had found it on a Google map of Brooklyn, a narrow strip making its way up towards the long, arching span that connects the two islands. She watches as sparkling new cars zoom across the Brooklyn Bridge, pedestrians stream down the walkway, and tourists admire the setting sun from its heights. They gaze in awe at the tip of Manhattan, which looks from up there like a birthday cake ablaze with candles, a round and luscious apple, brilliant with lit skyscrapers. But she turns her back on the spectacle and heads for Flatbush Avenue, chosen from amongst all those myriad streets because it becomes her: a woman shouldering her solitude, a couple of suitcases, and a child who leans into her whenever he grows tired of walking. She carries a few manuscripts of unfinished stories in a small backpack along with the other important documents: birth and vaccination certificates, residence papers, copies of degrees, employers’ letters of recommendation, bank papers, and a signed rental contract for an apartment she’s never seen.


All she knows about her new home is that it’s located on the corner of Flatbush and Fifth Avenue near a big public garden in the heart of an old Brooklyn neighbourhood called Park Slope. She looks up ‘slope’ in the dictionary: a rim or bluff – a place of descent. She likes that; somehow it fits. She walks down Flatbush, which extends from the bridge to the eastern borders of Brooklyn, looking for her building. The avenue stretches out before her long and wide, abruptly intersected by other avenues and streets that twist and turn into different numbers and names. She picks her way along it slowly and carefully because it may well take her into the heart of a world with no pity, because she is afraid most of the time, and because she leads a young child by the hand. She lingers in a peaceful plaza where the smells of children and milky coffee waft out from cafés and where dark-skinned nannies push baby carriages with one hand and hold cell phones to their ears with the other, their high-pitched laughter drowning out the whimpers of their trapped, squirming charges. The side streets are full of restaurants and cafés that give off an aura of mellow sophistication with their heavy wooden furniture and faded oil paintings. She walks past streets that exude an evident passion for everything old, a passion that spills into the aroma of coffee, the gleam of thick-framed spectacles, and the rumble of insomniac scribbling. She watches people sprinting down sidewalks in order to lose a few pounds, people walking elegant and spoiled dogs, people lost in deep plotting of some poem or musical score in the final stages of composition, or perhaps just relaxing before a reiki or yoga session.


She’s sure now that she has come to the right place. Everything around her invites nostalgia. She is surrounded by people who seem to be busy with some act of cosmic creation. All of them are writers, as she herself dreams of becoming. They carry backpacks stuffed with hopeful manuscripts. They hunt for agents and publishers and court young magazine editors who will discover their talent by chance and review their work in a few favourable, well-placed lines. And so their dreams come true all at once. She feels at home here in this place where, from a distance at least, people seem to reflect her own image. She, too, dreams of writing, but her one collection of poems – ‘I Am Like No Other’ – is still a sheaf of loose paper stowed away in an old white handbag inherited from her mother.
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She is dragging the suitcases up to the entrance of the new building when he suddenly stops and tugs on her hand: ‘Can I buy something to eat?’ Before she can answer, he runs into the store next door and straight up to the man behind the counter (who is of Yemeni origin, as they will later discover) and says to him with a speed and succinctness in English that astonishes her: ‘A toasted bagel with cream cheese and a strawberry-cranberry juice smoothie.’ The order sounds as long and as wide as Flatbush Avenue. It takes her a while to parse out each word. She often has trouble understanding his English in these situations and now she is struggling to count out the coins whose value she still hasn’t memorised. She carefully searches for the right words to make him see sense and ask her first before ordering things they might not be able to afford, but he barely gives her the chance to finish her sentence.


‘Darling, what if Mama doesn’t have enough money with her?’


‘I just ordered a cheese sandwich and a glass of juice, Mom. What’s the big deal?’ he replies testily. His sharp retort reduces her to silence, and the bitter memory of the bagel ‘incident’ will stay with her for a long time after. Flatbush Avenue has many temptations.


The apartment they move into is not sized to fit the boy’s dreams either. It is no bigger than a small matchbox with a window looking out onto the street. When he complains, she tries to convince him that she has chosen the nicest view of Brooklyn just for him. She tells him that he can wave from the window to the nice man who runs the Egyptian diner across the street, who is in the habit of sitting outside his restaurant on a large chair between two life-sized painted wooden statues of King Tutankhamun and Queen Nefertiti. Every morning he carries the two statues outside to welcome his customers and every evening she watches him take them back inside when he closes the shop. Of course, neither she nor her son ever dares to pass between those statues because the nice Egyptian sells his sandwiches at ten dollars apiece. They content themselves with watching him open and close from their window on the third floor and smiling at him as he sits between his pharaonic companions.


One day they visit a small, dingy Chinese restaurant for lunch. It is an especially unpleasant meal. They sit for a long time at a rickety table and drink glasses of water from a tin pitcher carelessly placed in front of them. As always she listens as he speeds through his complicated order. His aptitude with menus no longer amazes her. She only watches him as he pronounces the words quickly and with mystifying confidence: ‘Vegetarian noodles with black mushrooms and zucchini.’ She nods to the waiter in confirmation. The strange words arrive piled up in a large bowl that he digs into irritably, after drenching the contents with soy sauce. She is foolish enough to open up one of the small clear plastic wrappers that contain oddly shaped biscuits and bite into its brittle, tasteless crust. She spits it out quickly.


‘What is this?’


The boy giggles furiously. ‘You’re not supposed to eat it, Mom. You’re just supposed to read the fortune inside.’


She is ever eager to read her fortune in anything and everything: horoscopes, tarot and playing cards, sometimes her palm, even her forehead, if she could have found someone who knew how to interpret its mysterious lines, but she would never have thought to discover it written out on a scroll inside a biscuit. She opens it up with the trepidation of a woman about to learn her inexorable destiny. That which awaits you is no better than that which you have left behind. She tears up the paper into tiny pieces and throws them into the pitcher of water.


She gets up to leave, and he hurries out behind her.


‘Mom, are you angry with me? Did I spend a lot of money, Mom? Are you mad?’


She keeps walking and he runs after her in the direction of the small box that is now their home.
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At night she thinks about how she has begun to forget so many things – addresses, events, the whereabouts of documents. She worries that her keen memory is getting mouldy. She, who once believed that forgetting was a great blessing, is now hunted by oblivion, a monstrous shadow.


She tries to remember the shape of her past homes and fails. She knows that the apartment is somewhere that gathers all streets into itself, like a glass box. People look in and see her, she looks out and sees them, jogging, drinking, embracing their lovers. It is a place that confirms her solitude and verifies her talent for escaping. She often takes long walks up and down Flatbush Avenue. She studies the places where others have lived and tries to chart a map with which to replace the memories she has fled, the memories that have left a blank space in their wake.


Lefferts Historic House is close to where they live. She discovers that, long ago, a wealthy Irish landowner by the name of Busch once owned the entire street and all the houses on it. She takes her son by the hand and they go inside. The mansion has been preserved in its original state. It has a large garden that borders Prospect Park. Together they examine the ground-water pump, the tea room and the upper-storey bedrooms, the fireplace and the walls covered with portraits of the owner and his children, their servants and slaves standing behind them in the shadows, polishing the wood floors and pouring tea from silver pots. The servants slept there, in the stables, on piles of straw that have been carefully recreated for visitors.


She inspects a few antique paintings of Brooklyn in the days when it was an island of farmers and a harbour for docking ships: barns full of straw, vast farms and open fields strewn with the ruins of deserted vessels. She thinks about the warren of narrow streets that they call Fort Greene – home to the largest community of African-Americans in Brooklyn. If she were there she would see dark-skinned women sitting on their stoops and chatting together in shrill voices, though she wouldn’t understand a word of what they were saying in between the deep-throated laughter that sounds much like her own. They speak at breakneck speed and puff on cigarettes to the strains of loud music coming through the open windows – music that drifts through a neighbourhood rich with the African caftans, chilli and spices, oils and perfumes and colourful jewellery of the hot, brown continent that is also hers.


Night falls and from the apartment she can hear the sound of exploding fireworks and popping balloons and shouts full of sudden, cataclysmic enthusiasm in Fort Greene. A deep chant rumbles along the length of Flatbush Avenue and wakes it from its slumber. She opens her window, laughing out loud and clapping her hands like a madwoman. Hundreds of people open their windows to watch the fireworks and those funny balloons with images of Obama stamped on them floating in from sleepless Red Hook. After the fireworks, people stream out onto the streets waving old maps of Brooklyn in the days before the great bridge was built. In those days the neighbourhood was made up of small wretched shacks occupied by freed slaves and poor whites looking for work in the iron foundries and glass factories or working as day labourers in the fields. The big blue signs have been visible everywhere on the avenues and streets since her arrival: Change. She pins a button printed with that word on her chest as a token of her own soon-to-be-fulfilled dreams. Her son has the same button pinned to his school bag. They wear them because, like everyone else, they too crave change, and its sister declaration: Hope; words that make them feel that they have become a part of this map, a part of its deepest aspirations. Her son emerges from under the blankets and opens his eyes wide.


‘What’s going on?’


‘Obama won.’


He smiles, then closes his eyes and goes back to sleep while she stays at the window watching the fireworks, the joy, then the fatigue, then the light of dawn breaking on the avenue littered with empty beer bottles. She listens to the noise made by the giant street-cleaning trucks, then the pregnant silence that rises with the sun. A while later the express bus to Manhattan passes under her window. She watches the office workers hurrying to the subway station and breathes in the aroma of coffee drifting out of apartment windows and cafés and doughnut vans. Later that morning he taps her on the shoulder and asks the same question again.


‘Did Obama really win, Mom?’


‘Yes.’


He trots after her from the small bedroom to the even smaller kitchen and begins to tick off his laundry list of Obama-inspired wishes. She faces him with a grave expression and gives him her undivided attention because he often complains that she ignores him. She nods her head and restricts herself to a single word, ‘Yes,’ a word he has grown to hate, a meaningless word conveying nothing, but it’s the only one she’s got these days.


‘I’ve got to tell Obama that a lot of things have to change.’


‘Okay.’


The boy picks out his English words with care. ‘He has to change the environment and the rain forest and go green everywhere and change Egypt too. Can he do that?’


‘Let’s hope so. Everything will turn green.’


‘Can I be in an election and win like Obama?’


‘Anything is possible.’


‘And be the President of the United States?’


‘Anything is possible.’


‘Now? Now? ’


‘There’s a time and place for everything, my love.’


She feels like she’s getting old. She realises that she has been repeating the same resigned, cautious, and ultimately meaningless words her own mother used ad nauseam (‘God willing . . . It’s all up to Him . . . Who knows? . . . There’s a time and place for everything . . .’) and that she’s beginning to resemble her mother more and more as time goes by, especially after she cut off the long, coal-black hair that now smells of her mother’s favourite Japanese dye. Her walk has also taken on the same listless gait that her mother had at the end of a long day; her mother who constantly brandished her dictionary of essential and incontrovertible truths in order to shackle her dreams of becoming an airline hostess, or an astronomer. ‘All knowledge belongs to God, dear, and He commands all,’ she would laughingly instruct. So she lets the boy write a long letter to Obama. She remembers that she used to write long letters to God. He never once replied, of course, but that didn’t stop her from believing that He would make all her dreams come true.
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She takes him by the hand and walks. She walks and walks because she has no work and because the apartment she lives in is stifling and because she can’t sleep at night and because her buried anxiety gives a frightening cast to the placid expression in her eyes. When they come home at the end of the day he will lie next to her and watch TV and she’ll bury her head even deeper under the covers and dream about them; about the life that she can no longer remember, the life that is slipping through her hands.


Her name is Hend but her nicknames were many. She remembers certain ones: ‘Gap-tooth’, when her milk teeth were falling out; ‘Bucky’, because of her protruding upper jaw; ‘Thumbs’, because her hands weren’t able to grasp things properly, as hands should. Objects would slip away from her and shatter because her mind was always far away. Those cruel names turned her into an obstinate mule and made her relationship with her mother a living hell. She would brush her hot tears away with a final sob before exploding into the same insistent stream of questions: ‘Why don’t you love me? Are you really my mother?’ Sometimes her anger drove her to excess: ‘I hate you, I hate you!’ she would scream. Someone would usually intervene at this point to teach her better manners and she always emerged from the subsequent battle with a brand-new set of wounds.


She was never able to beat a prudent retreat from these battles. Her childish insolence and the feeble scratches she meted out were met with a few fierce slaps that made her long, crooked nose bleed. She would run away to hide under the low wooden bed and cry bitter tears. After a while she would stifle her sobs to listen for the approaching click of those dainty feather slippers that she so coveted. From her spot under the bed she would glimpse a shiny red heel and the hem of her mother’s lace nightgown. Night would have fallen by then and she would smell the smoke from her father’s cigarette as it wafted in from the room next door. After drawn-out negotiations she would emerge from under the bed, her mother’s arm reaching out to smooth her hair and draw her close (‘Come here, princess, come to me’), but Hend would resist, gnawing her lip and brushing away the last traces of her tears and whimpering, ‘You don’t love me.’ She remembers her mother hugging her tight. ‘Are you crazy? How can a mother not love her daughter? You’re the most precious thing in the world to me.’ In a flash of clarity, those wistful words reveal to Hend the true extent of their shared despair.


In spite of all of the attempts to break her in, Hend never managed to become the gentle and obedient girl capable of thriving in a jungle of men that her mother hoped and prayed for; all the meticulous and chary instructions (‘You’re a girl, how will you manage to survive with that stubborn head of yours?’) didn’t do a bit of good. After all those years, after learning the meaning of suspicion and jealousy and desertion, she now understood that the woman forever pacing the living room in a honey-coloured robe was her twin. They both had the same long nose, worn down by endless nights of crying. She recalled her mother’s habit of clutching at her lower back to soothe the chronic pain left behind by many childbirths. She would apply one hot water bottle after another to still the ache while she waited long into the night for Hend’s father to come home – if he bothered to come home at all. She refused to believe the many stories that the servants told her about her husband, and the dark circles under her bloodshot eyes told a story of their own in the morning.


Hend knew that if her mother woke up in one of those states a domestic volcano was sure to erupt and that, as the only daughter, she would be its first victim. She would scurry back to her place under the bed yet again, whimpering and listening for the torrent of threats to smash in her stubborn head. She wasn’t an entirely innocent party in these battles, for she was more than capable of challenging her mother with her defiant, intimidating eyes. She was also quite good at single-handedly provoking her anger by poking through her private things – her make-up cases and bits of paper carefully shut away in drawers, like the clippings that her mother collected from Your Personal Doctor and Eve and a host of other magazines specialising in domestic and marital problems. There were articles about how to monopolise your husband’s love by putting perfume in your bathwater and sweet-smelling mastic in the folds of your underwear, or how to make sticky caramelised sugar paste to depilate unsightly body hair. She devoured all this in an excess of curiosity, not paying the slightest attention to her mother’s warnings. The only thing that saved her from her mother’s wrath was that she was a model student. Hend’s mother took comfort in the hope that her daughter would make something of herself someday, perhaps by getting an education. In the meantime she didn’t bother to hide her anxiety about Hend’s future and would often remind her that she was not pretty and therefore shouldn’t count on her looks to get her through life. It didn’t help that she was no good at housekeeping and so God only knew who would be willing to marry her.


But Hend did find a husband, at least for a few years. She had a baby, she sprinkled perfume on her pillowcases, she kept her supple skin smooth and inviting. She diligently followed all the instructions that she had pored over as a young girl, in articles with titles such as ‘How to ward off marital boredom and keep your husband by frequently changing the colour of your underwear’ and ‘Learning the difference between acceptable and unacceptable jealousy’. But all these recipes led to the same dead end that her mother had long ago predicted. The simple fact was that she was ‘no good’, and that she didn’t understand the first thing about life or men.


The history of that short-lived marriage was summed up in an endless string of domestic spats involving slamming doors and hurtful expressions. These verbal skirmishes evolved soon enough into packed suitcases and copious tears and neighbours spying and friends intervening. That was when a simple truth, clear as the light of day, gradually dawned on her: one of them had to choose the best way out.


One morning, her husband took a shower, splashed on his favourite cologne, carefully chose a pair of white cotton boxer shorts still soft and velvety like a first night of passion, stuffed a pair of black silk pyjamas and some condoms into his briefcase, then walked out the door and never came back. A few months later, Hend put everything that still belonged to her into a few suitcases, covered the furniture in plastic sheeting, and left with her bags in tow. From her husband she inherited a visa for the US, a child, and two suitcases containing the smallest and lightest of his toys. And this was how they ended up in a tiny apartment on the corner of Flatbush and Fifth. Her father used to say, ‘Whatever the north wind brings, the south wind takes away.’ And here she stands now, wretched and alone, in a place where the four winds mightily converge. The women around her – some younger, most older – who come from all over God’s mysterious lands look exactly like herself in ways that are painful, frightening, and comforting at the same time. Every day she crosses Grand Army Plaza to go to the subway station or the Public Library. She likes to go to the Library to look at the pictures of famous writers whose ranks she dreams of joining. They comfort her high up there on the walls, because they, like her, one day discovered that life is not beautiful. She moves past Hemingway’s portrait and shyly sits down next to some people who seem much more at ease than herself. Above the table there is a poster with the words ‘Learn English’ printed on it. Next to the poster hangs a black-and-white photograph of Albert Einstein, underneath which is written, ‘Einstein was a refugee too.’


‘My name is Hend. I came here from Cairo – why, I don’t exactly know. I’m trying to learn English. I love the Arabic language. I used to be an Arabic teacher. I feel really shy whenever I have to speak in English. Even the words I’ve learned properly I seem to pronounce in a way that no one can understand. I like to go to places where cultured people gather, and I pretend to be one of them though I don’t really understand what they are talking about. I sit on a chair in a far corner so that no one bothers to ask me anything and I don’t feel the need to say anything. The expression, “Excuse me, what did you say?” which I hear all the time, makes me freeze. I have a serious problem communicating with people. I know that Pluto is in the House of Capricorn – meaning in the seventh house opposite Cancer. This is the house of tolerance and compassion. Maybe that’s the reason people don’t understand me – because the opposing energy of Pluto is facing my zodiac sign. I feel my stupidity and ignorance more than at any other time in my life. I feel that I have to re-think so many things.’


The others introduce themselves simply and clearly.


‘Fatima from Mali. Twenty-four years old. I grew up in France. I came here to visit family. I’m a salesgirl in a store.’


‘Faridnaz, Pakistan. Twenty-two. Recently married. I came here to join my husband.’


‘Alejandro from Peru. I’m a building superintendent.’


‘Nazahat. I’m from Bosnia. I used to be a doctor. I’m fifty-five.’


‘My name is Dawij. I come from Haiti. I’m eighteen years old. I clean houses.’


‘Said. My name is Said. I’m an Egyptian Copt. I’m a limousine driver.’


They always change. Some come and some vacate their places for new ones to come. After class, they peddle cosmetics and cleaning detergents. The informal introductions are always much simpler. With her they exchange truncated sentences, as though she were an outsider, not belonging. Some of them ask her in bad Arabic: ‘Is you Muslim?’ She nods her head happily, longing for connection, a few friendships or acquaintances to pass into her life. She talks about her country and tries to pinpoint its location for them somewhere between Israel and Mecca – those two poles of strategic interest in the region. She is forced to show her own ignorance when she asks about the location of Haiti or Peru. In the end, they exchange the useful titbits of information gleaned by exiles and immigrants: the best places to shop cheaply, job openings, where to find soup kitchens and welfare offices, rental prices for apartments or single rooms, and short, cheap excursions to places like Sheepshead Bay near the end of the subway line, where the exiles sit on benches by the sea that reminds them of other ports and waterways. They spend the endless time on their hands fishing in the ocean that separates them from their homelands. They watch the passing ships and gaze at the Statue of Liberty in the distance, the Verrazano Bridge, and the contours of New Jersey. They smoke cigarettes and talk about the motherland and things like visas and health insurance and social security.


In class she gets to know a lot of Arabs who have recently arrived from Morocco and Algeria, Sudan and Yemen. They never speak to her in Arabic: ‘I speak colloquial,’ they say, if she tries to draw them into conversation. They chatter together in bad English and claim that they know next to nothing about each other’s countries because the Arab world is so big and wide and very different. She tries to believe this, and she tells them that she’s an Arabic teacher, that Arabic is an endangered language, a language that is slowly dying out, but she clings to it because, unfortunately, she tends to get insanely attached to things and love defies forgetfulness.


She clutches her papers and crosses Flatbush, talking to herself. She often talks to herself in that obscure, whispered, endangered language that makes passers-by stare at her. She sits on the wooden bench in front of her son’s school, sipping coffee, smoking a cigarette, and waiting for him to come out. The cold pierces her to the bone and the cigarette doesn’t warm her up. She muses on the cold piling up in layers around her face, turning her into a tired, autumnal woman, a woman naked and alone who resembles no one. He comes towards her slowly, gingerly, and he doesn’t kiss her. He gently puts his hand in her hand and they walk side by side, keeping pace. Mother and son are almost the same height. He startles her with questions to which she has no answers.


‘Mom, you didn’t do your hair.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You look strange these days. Why don’t you put make-up on any more?’


‘Maybe I don’t have time.’


‘You just don’t care how you look.’


‘The important thing is that I care about you. What did you do today?’


‘We had a demonstration and we made signs saying Change, and we had a food strike.’


‘Why?’


‘The food in the school cafeteria is awful. Every day it’s the same thing. So we all complained and we wrote a letter saying that we want pizza and hamburgers and ice-cream instead, and we waved pictures of Obama with Change written on them. You have to change too, Mom.’


‘How?’


‘Your hair, for example. The way you look. You know . . .’


‘So you don’t like your mother any more?’


‘No, it’s just that you have to change. You’re always sad. Sad,’ he repeated in English.


‘Okay.’


‘But Mom?’


‘Yes?’


‘When you change the way you dress and everything, you have to promise me that you won’t love anyone else. You can go out with your friends and have fun – you know, you can hang out with them.’


‘Fine.’


‘But if one of your friends asks you to go out on a date, you have to say no. Date means you have to get married and stuff, and I don’t want you to love anyone else.’


‘Fine.’


‘I’ll always keep on loving you, but in high school I might start doing dates and go out with a girlfriend!’


‘Okay, when we get to high school we’ll figure it out.’


‘But I’ll never ever leave you, and I’ll always visit you. You can even live with me when you get old and stuff.’


‘Of course. I’ll get old and wrinkly and die.’


‘But I don’t want you to get old.’


‘. . .’


‘Or die.’


‘Alright, then, I won’t.’
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Bay Ridge





Flatbush Avenue is crossed by many streets. She travels the vast length of Flatbush alone because for the longest time she was too shy to go into any of the many Arab cafés and restaurants by herself. She takes him by the hand and walks along the boardwalk, watching the small ferries crossing the Narrows. She walks till she can no longer feel her feet moving. She wants to get rid of those extra pounds and the din of the thoughts crowding and jostling in her head.


‘I know this street by heart,’ he says in a thin, irritable voice. ‘I don’t want to go to Bay Ridge again. Please.’


She can’t leave him at home by himself and he can’t keep up with her long, hurried strides for miles on end. Sometimes he insists on staying home: ‘I don’t want to go to Bay Ridge!’ And when he does go with her, the sacrifice is inevitably tied to a long list of demands: ‘If I go with you, can I . . . ? Can I buy . . . ? Can I have . . . ?’ The older he gets, the more he reminds her of his father. The older he gets, the more she begins to realise that they are each moving in opposite directions, and that she will have to let go soon.


On her way to Bay Ridge, she passes through many different ethnic neighbourhoods. There’s the Mexican area, where doors are never shut fast and people sell home-made ice-cold drinks from hospitable stoops. The women have skin the colour of wheat and thick black hair like her own. They cross the threshold of middle age in bright colourful clothing that bares their full, sated breasts. Playing children dart and weave around them. She watches the unemployed day labourers standing in groups on the wide sidewalks, waiting for work with tool kits in hand – ropes, bits of iron, small axes, garden shears. Rough hands and sturdy muscles ready to carry and move and fix just about anything. They look a lot like the day labourers she used to see scattered in squares and on the narrow sidewalks of her own country. They too wait patiently for small jobs that may or may not materialise. They sit here and there in circles, rubbing their rough hands in slow, relaxed, almost ritual motions, sharing cigarettes and coffee and cheap street-food, staring down the unknown with fierce, defiant eyes. She’s afraid of these gatherings, which are always pregnant with the possibility of sudden, mysterious fights breaking out, trivial skirmishes with passers-by, or conspiratorial whispers that end in heckling a passing woman like herself with the short dark hair of their sisters, and a child in tow.


On her walk she passes the cemetery that sits on top of a hill and looks down upon a huge church. She is fond of the plaster virgins that stand in front of the houses of this neighbourhood. She feels that she herself is frozen, like them, in some dimension or other, with that same expression of martyrdom. She likes the atmosphere of the cemetery and the colourful bouquets of plastic flowers. She likes to see the old women sitting in rocking chairs on their porches. Their friendly greetings always take her by surprise. The Latin neighbourhood is much gayer. Beautiful mulatto women noisily bustle around houses whose front rooms have been turned into small restaurants. In the evening many of them are transformed into schools or dance halls for salsa and tango. The smell of the great trade in temporary joy wafts out from around them: music, warm bars, the dancers vying to demonstrate their talent, and the scent of intoxicating green smoke drifts through the places of buying and selling.


She’s never had the chance to linger into the night there. He always pulls at her clothes to drag her away as though in fear of the spectacle of bodies coming close together in the dance. He would pull her by the hand in the direction of the bus stop and then begin his interrogation.


‘Mom, do you love me?’


‘Of course.’


‘And you’ll never leave me?’


‘Never.’


‘Okay, let’s go home.’




*





Her father’s house was like no other house. As a child, Hend would wander around the village and peer at the dark clay houses that opened onto long corridors and narrow alleys. Their roofs were made of straw piled in high mounds and the walls were left unpainted. Through the open doors she could see interior courtyards and cowsheds, or large ceramic urns and clay braziers with a teapot or a few potatoes perched in their smoky bellies. On cold nights, cats – and sometimes people – would climb up to sleep on the warm stone ledges of these ovens. The doors of all the houses around stood open to her gaze. On her walk, she could see all their nooks and crannies: the plastic bamboo mats for sitting and sleeping, the noisy play of children, men and women gathered in the rituals of dispute and forgiveness.


The streets were dry and dusty in the summer and full of sticky mud in the winter. She walked along them on her daily trip to the mosque and she watched the women pour the dirty washing water out in front of their houses. The smell of cooking wafted out from kerosene stoves, and the smell of dung and laundry detergent filled the air. In the mosque’s interior courtyard she contemplated the tall eucalyptus tree that stood next to the wooden bier on which the dead were washed in preparation for burial. She passed the power station, the municipal registry of births, and the local threshing machine. She heard the loud rhythmic sound of the gears grinding in its guts, and the clamour of the women crowding around it. She passed the village’s only public drinking-water faucet, fixed above its stone basin. On her way to the Muqawi Primary School, she saw lots of things.


She is certain now that their house was not like any of the other houses. Her father’s house was surrounded by a sturdy mud wall covered with coloured chalk pictures of camels, litters, and caravans travelling to Mecca with drawn curtains. The drawings, smudged now by rain, were a record of her family’s descent from a tribe of grandfathers whose ancestors bestowed the precious linen cloth from the Land of the Copts upon the sacred Ka’ba. They were meant to bear witness to the long-ago voyage of a pilgrim who had saddled his camels, gathered his men, and ridden the sea to cross over to those blessed shores, and then safely returned from the land of God’s chosen prophet. In the middle of the wall stood a huge gate, once stately and imposing but now battered by time and patched up with wooden planks. Inside the walls, an avenue of eucalyptus and flame trees led to a number of small, adjoining clay rooms. An old Cadillac inhabited one of them and the others were all empty like abandoned train cars. The grandfather’s wives were once housed in those rooms – the pure-bred Arab Bedouin woman, the noblewoman descended from the Prophet’s line, and the Coptic wife. Her father inherited these structures, like everything else, from his father, and the empty clay rooms were eventually used to store grain and feed. It was the ideal spot for games of hide-and-seek. Her mother sent the children to play there whenever visitors came.


Their house was not beautiful. A flight of steps ascended to a large balcony that led in turn to a vast, bare reception room, empty of furniture because ‘furniture is so easily broken’. Her mother would spread a rush mat on the floor in the summer and a woven wool carpet in the winter. In this wide-open space the children ate and ran around and did battle. With the seasons the family moved from the western balcony to the eastern balcony and from the summer room to the winter room. The reception room was usually reserved for guests, and the door to her father’s room was always shut fast.


Her mother would sit on the balcony and dream of a new house like the many-storeyed houses of the village with commanding views of the world inside and out. She once plucked up her courage and told her husband of her dreams: ‘I wish I could live in a house like that of my noble uncle Lamlum.’ Her father, who had just taken the last sip of his bottle of beer, twirled his moustache ironically and replied, ‘God bless him, my dear. He’s the son of Bedouins just like us – or was he born with the mark of prophecy on his shoulder?’ Her mother, who usually avoided talking about her distant uncles, turned her face away from him in silent anger.


Just once, upon the death of the uncle in question, she took Hend with her on a trip to that faraway house. Her mother spent half that memorable day washing, ironing, and brushing her black mourning clothes, and rummaging through her remaining jewels and perfumed handkerchiefs in musty drawers. In a picture-perfect image, like a photograph preserved in an old family album, she turned to adjust her husband’s tie as Hend stood watching in her crisp blue dress and shiny white ribbons.


The old Cadillac carried them through vast expanses of sandy land on the edges of Buhaira province. Hend’s grandmother, the Sharifa, was very fat and white. She placed a pinch of snuff in her nostrils and sneezed into an embroidered white handkerchief. She wiped away the tears with real feeling, shaking her head in a movement that signified her resignation to God’s will. Hend’s mother sat opposite her, stiff and elegant, and cried a little. She exchanged kisses with young women dressed in black, plunged into conversation on subjects near and far. Her mother’s nose coloured slightly as she carefully inspected the jewellery, the elegant clothes, the sheer stockings, and the brass coffee-pots around her, and inhaled the pungent smell of Meccan incense perfuming the air. She finished her cup of coffee, kissed the hand of the noble grandmother with deliberate emotion, and took her leave. For a long time after this visit, the father avoided upsetting her. When she boasted about her dead aristocratic uncles, he would reply with feeling, ‘God have mercy on us all.’


Their house was not many-storeyed as her mother fervently wished it to be. The floor of the eastern balcony was covered in polished black and white tiles like a chess board. Hend drew a hopscotch grid on it with chalk. Sometimes the children used it to mark out opposing goalposts for soccer matches or invisible corners for hide-and-seek and games of Blind Bear. A heavy door inlaid with a pair of stained-glass windows stood in the middle of the house. The cracked glass panels were criss-crossed with tracks of white solder. The door was very heavy and difficult to open and close. It was repeatedly subjected to fierce slammings that inevitably produced more cracks in the glass. The delicate coloured glass tended to shatter whenever an angry hand chanced to fall upon it; her father’s hand in particular would make it shudder and splinter whenever he slammed it behind him, cursing the wretched day on which he was born. Afterwards, Hend would discover her mother curled up tight into a shaking, weeping ball.


Other kinds of tremors often assailed that unfortunate door: the shrill shouts of playing children running to catch balls that invariably overshot their mark and crashed into the glass. Each of the five boys had left his mark on the walls and windows of the chaotic house, as they had done collectively on their besieged mother’s body. Her father’s room, however, was the exception to the rule. It was always quiet and tidy. No one dared to open its door unless their father was stretched out on his bed, reading the papers, his wife sitting on a chair at his side in her sesame and honey-coloured robe printed with red flowers, talking calmly. Hend would be playing somewhere or other, her ear cocked to catch the tone of his voice. If it was clear and full of laughter, spring would come to caress their glass door. Mother smiled happily and didn’t scold, even when Hend covered her face in flour to scare her brothers, or climbed all the way up the flame tree in a monkey-jump contest, or poured a whole bottle of lavender cologne on her chest before poking through the powders and lotions on her mother’s dressing table.


Hend would collect handfuls of sandy earth and stones and bits of old toys and empty bottles so that she could play her favourite game – Little House. On the dusty ground she would draw the outlines of a house, with kitchen and bedroom and children. She would put her rag-doll child on her lap and feed it milk from her breast. She would sweep dust from the corners of her imaginary house, a house whose windows were always caressed by spring, a house in which she could drift off to sleep untroubled by the dark shadow of a man shouting at a woman dressed in a robe the colour of honey and sesame seeds: ‘I’ll go to hell and you’ll never see me again! Do you think you can tie me down with a pile of children?’ In other nightmares he would drag the woman along by the embroidered border of her honey-coloured robe and say to her: ‘Get out! That’s it. I don’t want you any more!’


Hend knew that the heavy thud of groans and kicks coming from behind the door would surely shatter its coloured glass panels. Her mother always emerged from these battles with exhausted, swollen eyes. The next morning she bound the door’s wounds with plastic strips to stop the cold winter wind from coming in through the cracks.


The gate of her father’s house was huge and ancient. One day, long ago, the camel caravans had gone out through that entrance and had never returned. She would often contemplate it from the inside, ponder the movement of the universe from behind it. The gaiety of passers-by, the screams of children she didn’t know, a ball made of stuffed socks that was passed between the nimble feet of running boys. Sometimes, in spite of the threats, she would open it cautiously, or creep underneath it. She would steal glances at the girls who looked nothing like her. They played out there, on open ground. Then one of her brothers saw her dawdling outside and pulled her away by her hair. Her mother threatened her: ‘I’ll break your legs if you cross the threshold again.’ So from then on she could only look at the dividing line and swallow her want till the day when she too could step over to the other side and never return.


Hend would watch the gypsies pass through in springtime. They would stream by in front of the gate and their animals kick up a cloud of dust behind them. She would wander in the space behind their tents pitched on the banks of the Abbasiya Canal. She dreamt of a house that would hug the street to itself, a house whose insides she could see without having to knock, a house with a wide hospitable courtyard to invite the greetings of passers-by, a house across whose open threshold floated the smell of cooking, of washing and the sweat of strangers. But the gate of her father’s house was high and shut fast. She would stand staring at it, and it would stare back at her.




*





Hend walks along the endless streets of Brooklyn. She never gets tired of walking in this land, alone and anonymous. She passes through Latino and Italian neighbourhoods and arrives in the Asian neighbourhood where she likes to shop for fruit and vegetables. She compares prices in the cheaper Vietnamese markets. She passes through the Turkish neighbourhood and continues on to Bay Ridge. She is amazed at how the architecture, the people’s faces and their skin colour, the merchandise and the wafting cooking smells are all so different. By now she will have walked for more than seventy blocks. By now she will have grown weary of the cacophony of languages and loud music and she will begin to long for the sweet aroma of water pipes. She heads for a small local coffee shop. The men inside flash curious smiles at her. Their good-natured dirty jokes remind her of home. Here is the Arab world in microcosm – the Brooklyn Gulf. They come from Gaza and Nablus, Beirut and Alexandria. The old men of the first generation stretch out in their wooden chairs and curse their exile as they nibble on sweet Arab pastries from The Groom’s Sweets next door. Through the window she watches old men come in and out of the storefronts: Seaside Fish, Abu Ali’s Falafel, Friendship Kushari, and Abu Kamal’s Grocery, which sells halal meat. Old photographs hang in the windows of the Arab shops as well as maps of antique cities and signs proclaiming solidarity with the suffering people of Gaza and South Lebanon. The residents spill joyfully out onto the streets when the Egyptian soccer team score three goals against Brazil, even though they lose the match. They pour insults on FIFA in a myriad of dialects.
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