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IN THE BELLY OF THE QUEEN




Read this essay after reading both parts




A MISSING WORD’S NOT A MISSING WOMAN




FROM ALL DIRECTIONS


Looking at the painting La robe de l’aventure by René Magritte I realise: the painting is readable from all directions. Its symbols undergo fundamental or minor changes in how they can be interpreted: depending on the direction, the woman is falling or flying in the sky, in the water, to the horizon, through the desert. Underneath her, next to her or on top of her is a turtle or an aerial bomb or a cliff. The constellations, their relationships and meanings change as I rotate the image. If I eliminate the reading direction, I allow all interpretations simultaneously. The woman falling or rising into the sky is not the same woman falling into the water and yet it is the same woman; she dies in both cases – the chronology has become meaningless, what is important is the direction of the fall. I realise: a story can be written and read from all directions or from no direction at all. A story’s chronology doesn’t synchronise with the writing of the story; some authors say they wrote the last page of a novel first. Imagine readers were to read the ending first, then continue reading, change the direction of reading. I’m sure that a text, like a painting, can be read in many directions and that the symbolism changes with every direction – if, as a writer, I freed myself from the corset of chronologically told stories, from the compulsion of order, and instead considered any other order as also being meaningful, I’d write differently and think differently, read differently, understand differently.




BODY OF THE BOOK


Picking up a book, looking at it, reading its back cover, its blurbs, and opening it are the unconscious, conditioned actions of readers – automatisms. A book has a beginning and an end – not just on a conceptional level, also on a textual level and regarding its content. The automatic interaction with the book’s physical form continues with the expectation of a narrated text, if not in terms of chronology, then at least in terms of a logical sequence, an inner order.


The challenge is to mutate the readers’ approach, to question habits, even when it comes to something as simple as opening the book. On opening a book – with the clear allocation of the front and back cover – the decision has been made for us readers about what is the beginning and what is the end, and we accept that there must be a beginning and an end. A mutation of the classic book format can break open this unconscious, conditioned acceptance. In the Belly of the Queen is an attempt to challenge these automatisms; literature should break with traditions. Tradition: the translation of past situations into the future. Breaking with: the refusal of this translation, the avoidance of repetition. Education works with repetition; manipulation and hypnosis work with repetition. Torture works with repetition of repetition of repetition. Literature, on the other hand, has to break with repetition.


Suspicion of anything material, sensual and thus also the Christian suspicion of the carnal continues in the suspicion of the body of the book: the rotation is not trusted, the turning is not accepted as a new beginning, as if this act were only an effect, a gimmick, and not the questioning of the format of books, and with that, the idea of storytelling. I want to say: every story can be told in any other way, can be read in any other way.




THE ABSENCE IN LANGUAGE


A missing word is the suppression of a reality – language and the belief in language’s ability to express everything serve to negate a reality. I became aware that language doesn’t have borders, but rather language is used as a border, through the character of Shahira; not through writing the character, not through thinking about the book, but through reading the final manuscript. How could I speak about this character without degrading her? The language available to me devalues my character and her lifestyle: femme fatale, vamp, man-eater – the German terms are harsher: Dorfmatratze, Wanderpokal, Sexbombe. There are more positive or neutral terms describing a man’s right to countless sexual partners without being ostracised: player, womaniser, Casanova, Romeo, Don Juan. When, at the end of the story, Don Juan descends into hell’s abyss for breaking with convention, his handed-down reputation as a lover remains intact, revealing that damnation is just a variation of the hero’s journey. Female characters have to pay for a single affair with their life, their image as a home wrecker and anti-hero serving as a warning: Effi Briest, Madame Bovary, Anna Karenina, Hester Prynne. There is no tradition Shahira could turn to for support; she might be related to the Greek goddess Aphrodite and the language of Anaïs Nin. But no terms exist for women like Shahira – which doesn’t mean women like Shahira don’t exist. A missing word’s not a missing woman. A woman absent in language is negated by language or is only allowed to exist through the use of specific (supposedly positive but in essence sexist) adjectives, for example ‘openhearted’ or ‘liberal’. There are many words without reality, but there’s more reality without words.




TELL THE STORY AS IF I’M NOT THERE, SAID SHAHIRA.


It would be a great injustice if there were only one truth, says Amal’s father; he could have also said: it would be unjust if only one story got told. He could have said: it would be unjust to tell a story in only one language. In the novel, the engagement with language takes place not just through obvious references (Shahrazad, the gifting of stories, father reading stories) but also through the town square acting as a stage, the neighbours on their balconies as the audience. The listing of objects and shops in the neighbourhood shouldn’t just be read as the neighbourhood’s limitation, but also as a description of props; that’s why Amal repeats the list. This theatrical device establishes Amal on the one hand as a character in the play – since she is being watched – but also as a director who, through her description, decides what readers are allowed to see. The narrator Raffiq also has a dual role. (see below: SHAHIRA)


Amal’s mother doesn’t communicate with her daughter using words but uses gestures: the taming of hair, the veiling of the body, the washing of sore fingers with rose water, the ring as a sham, the family album as a chronicle, the mixing of spices as the deciphering of a code, and of course her relationship to the Qur’an, a book that is not a book but a recitation. The description of her prayer is a description of a mime, a body language communicating with God.


The swapping of symbols, like the ring with the headscarf, underlines that we are constantly telling stories about ourselves without being explicit. The ring loses its meaning, the proof of a husband’s existence, and is replaced by a headscarf. God takes the husband’s place – the headscarf becomes a linguistic device for the body; the headscarf is not an article of clothing but, like the ring, a sign, an answer to a question before it is posed, before an encroachment can take place. When women’s spoken words are ignored, some women experiment with a reversion to socially accepted symbols like wedding rings – in this case a headscarf – to fight off harassment.


There is an ambiguity in narration. Christianity, for example, has the tradition of confession: those who speak, those who confess, speak the truth – those who keep quiet arouse suspicion; telling stories is associated with a position of power, as those who possess time, space and language can tell stories. Silence, on the other hand, is associated with powerlessness. The storyteller Shahrazad of One Thousand and One Nights merges this ambiguity within herself; she’s forced to tell stories, which is why Amal is scared she will run out of material one day. Telling stories makes us vulnerable; the telling of stories has consequences for Amal (which do not exist for Raffiq) because of her gender. When she speaks of having beaten up the new boy, she is punished – the punishment is not just for beating him up, but for telling stories about it, for her role as a girl. In the end she decides to keep quiet for emancipatory reasons. Yet, at the same time, she knows storytelling also means existing, or else she wouldn’t tell her story. What reasons are there for telling stories, for writing? By writing we can hide, hide in a text, hide from pain and shame, and flee from fear. Or as Max Frisch put it:


We, in our language say, to paint the devil on the wall. So as to know him and to ban him.


I can turn into Cassandra without having been cursed, when I speak in someone else’s voice. When I say ‘I’ and don’t mean myself. When I speak, I enshroud the worst of it in fiction, insert it into the belly of a book, just as Younes was protected from the wrath of God in the belly of the whale; the belly was not just punishment. A metaphor can offer protection. But storytelling also means imagining other people’s reality without attempting a simulation; it means questioning our reality, our language. What are characters if not the things we expel from ourselves? The author Deniz Utlu writes to me: ‘There’s no extinction, just an attempt at freedom. Maybe that’s what our characters attempt to do for us. Maybe Shahira’s thought fits into that context: telling stories to forgive oneself.’


The video installation The Cloth/Kras û fistan by the artist Havin Al-Sindy clarifies something fundamental, something I sometimes forget: art isn’t the simulation of reality, is not an imitation. If we were to attempt this, one would only expose one’s own limited view of reality. It’d be wrong to believe artworks are imitations of reality, a profane representation and thus mimicking reality. Kras û fistan, showing a group of dancing women, isn’t, as we might think, the simulation of a wedding; the performance is a mimesis, a story, an interpretation; the work points beyond itself to something else. The fiction of representation is clearly recognisable.




SHAHIRA


According to Giovanni Macchia, Don Juan only exists in the theatre; likewise, Shahira can only exist in the neighbourhood she uses as a stage.


Younes was fourteen and at the market the last time he was seen with his mother in public. She ambled from one stall to the next, and Younes followed her, always staying one step behind his mother, who knew all the sellers by name. […] The confidence which Shahira radiated as she strolled around the market, set up just for her, fed the other women’s anger. They greeted each other, but not Shahira, and even turned away when she approached. The women were props for Shahira, there to make the market more lively.


Raffiq was not in that scene, he is talking about it: Younes was seen. The scene, the way Raffiq describes it, can’t have happened this way, certainly didn’t happen this way. In his narration of Shahira, he always speaks about her as others might have reacted to her. Raffiq acts as a choir meditating between characters and the audience.


Shahira is the pivotal character in both stories, a sun around which the story revolves. Now, while writing this essay, I realise: this character needed this rotating book, this physicality, because she too emphasises physicality; to rotate and turn a body is an act of eroticism which readers share with the character through the book’s format.


Shahira is also fascinating for Amal and Raffiq because she, in contrast to the other adults, represents an archetype. Raffiq refuses to become a copy of his father by not following him to Kurdistan. Only after interpreting the role of the father is he able to understand himself; by seeing how his father is seen, he looks into the future as into a mirror. A society that ensures its social survival only through imitation is not an option for Raffiq and Amal to create their own archetype: Shahira is the promise that this is possible. She does not imitate anyone, not even the idea of what a woman is; ‘she is herself’ as Amal puts it. The parents expect their kids to become copies of themselves, just like they became copies of their parents. Shahira, on the other hand, does not mark the break; she is the break.


In the reality of the novel, Shahira might be one of the ostracised members of society, but in the literary construction of this book she is the queen – not in the sense of a mighty aristocrat or as an empowered gesture, but as a literary omnipresence, as a space, as a narrator who does not speak to the readers, but structures the novel through her presence, like the character of the tower block in my first novel Beschreibung einer Krabbenwanderung. What are literary characters called who determine the structure of a novel? For example, the execution device in Kafka’s ‘In the Penal Colony’, the architecture in the film The Platform. Can their omnipresence be summarised with a figurative term? What do you call the invention of stylistic devices? Neofiguration? The character of Shahira navigates this unnamed reality. She does not speak, because she is not a literary character, but a rhetorical device. Amal understands this when she says:


She’s alone, she’s with herself, she’s for herself, she’s herself, she’s not Shahira Shafiq, the daughter of Anisa and Ramazan, she’s not a woman, she’s not a person, she’s much more and she’s nothing […]


Shahira is the matrix; the language of mathematics can perhaps better describe literature than phrases from literary theory. Through language I need to find another language; I send my language off to find another language, in search of a language replacing mine, extinguishing mine.




(Let’s not misunderstand each other: most of what I’ve written here, I did not think of while writing. I thought of everything else while writing, and it was only afterwards that the understanding for my own text came to me. Nor is understanding a text synchronous with reading it.)
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And they were always asking me how I’d managed to beat up the new boy who was significantly bigger and stronger than me, and I told them because everyone was listening to me and everyone made me think I’d achieved something of importance; and I told them because it made the men happy and annoyed the women; and because my father took me on his lap and urged me to tell the story to his friends as if it were his anecdote, as if I were his puppet. But it’s my story, I’d almost said. I’d almost turned around to face my father and said, it’s my story. I was still too young to get a group of men to laugh, yet too old to sit on someone’s lap, even if that someone was my father, and even if he’d asked me to sit on his lap because they kept asking to hear how I’d managed to beat up the new boy who was significantly bigger and stronger than me. So I kept telling the story, sometimes remembering a new detail, and I made up more details because I wanted them to listen to me, but at some point, even the men said: You have to take care of her, and that’s when my father stopped propping me up on his lap like a puppet, and also because my mother scolded him for it in the evenings.


Every night they screamed at each other, and mother closed all the windows and the balcony door, and the heat fogged up the windows – the heat trickled down the window panes like tears; they cried because no one else did. My father opened the windows after their fight so the flat could breathe again and I could sleep, which meant I could tell the older boys in the neighbourhood the next day about how I’d beaten up the new kid, because it was something they asked about. One of them was still holding his football under his arm; they interrupted their game just to hear me talk about beating up the new boy. And one of the boys asked me if I could show him my biceps, and I didn’t know what that meant, so he rolled up the short sleeves of his shirt a little bit, bent his arm, and flexed to create a bulge, and I imitated him and made everyone laugh. And another boy asked me if I could show him my dick, and that made everyone laugh again before they went back to their game.


I also told the teachers, the ones who asked, and because they looked distraught, I shortened the story, leaving out details, especially the ones I’d made up, and then they said I shouldn’t feel pleased about what I’d done. And I didn’t feel pleased; I only felt I’d accomplished something of significance. My mother forbade me to tell the story, but I couldn’t stop, because everyone asked me about it. She was only angry because the boy’s mother turned up at our door one afternoon and told us off, accused my mother of not having me under control: a girl who beat up boys couldn’t be normal; I must be spoilt, and it was my mother’s fault. She said all that. Like animals, she said, and repeated the sentence until I believed it and I wanted to pounce on her son again, who was standing next to her with his head bowed. And then his mother bent down towards me as if she’d heard my thought, threatening to rip out my eyes if I ever touched her son again. Mother protected me from the other mother with her arm and tried to drown her out with a threat of her own; I’d heard her anyway, but I wasn’t afraid and wanted to kick her in the shin. That’s when my mother slammed the door shut – as she’d sensed me flinch, and she threatened me with the same consequences as the other mother and concluded the scene with a slap in the face, telling me to feel ashamed of myself. In the evening she shouted at my father. He yelled back and told her if she didn’t shut her mouth, he’d take us back to Kurdistan. My mother wasn’t intimidated and suggested packing his suitcase for him, but father ignored her and finished smoking his cigarette while the windows cried.


My parents were called in to see the head teacher, and because father was working, mother came to school on her own. The head teacher said measures would be taken. You’ve got to be strict with kids from a young age, Mrs Zaynal. You need to be consistent, she said, trying out many sentences to break open mother’s tough facial expression. And then the head teacher said, you and your husband need to work together, and that’s when mother covered her face, which exposed her to us, which shamed us, protecting her bare face with both hands. She cried and took small, quick breaths, crying like schoolgirls cry; and my mother just apologised, said she hadn’t raised me this way, I constantly played rough with the boys, I’d taken on their behaviour, it must’ve rubbed off somehow; and my mother was like the other girls who ratted me out to the teachers, with their fingers pointing in my direction and their eyes pleading.


Seeing mother cry relieved the head teacher; her face relaxed and she absolutely agreed with mother – absolutely, she said. And mother didn’t stop crying, and the head made sure she didn’t stop, saying, Amal’s like a boy, totally out of control, and nodding enthusiastically and saying she’d been watching me for a while and was glad my mother had also noticed my behaviour. And then she leaned in towards my mother, the table’s edge cutting into her stomach, but the head didn’t care, and she said I was like Mowgli who grew up with the wolves, and mother cried even more, calling me Mowgli-girl while sobbing into the tissue the teacher had offered her to make clear it was not she herself but the daughter, the Mowgli-girl, who would be punished. It’d be good for her to have more friends who are girls, said the head. A social rehabilitation so to speak, she said, and was unsure if my mother understood her, and for the first time, the head teacher looked at me and asked, Amal, do you actually have any female friends and if so how many? I stayed quiet.


Amal, you don’t have to be embarrassed, she said, wanting to make me cry like she’d made my mother cry. None of the girls wanted to be friends with me; she knew that because I’d bugged each of them at least once in their life, like the boys did, and they’d told everyone at school – they loved telling each other how I’d annoyed them, how they’d suffered, how they’d been hurt. If I’d pushed one girl, then I’d pushed them all, because they immediately told each other and listened to each other and retold the story as if each had been individually affected. And that evening, my parents yelled at each other again because my mother passed on the humiliation she’d suffered at the head teacher’s office – that’s how she phrased it – to my father. She said she was ashamed of his absence, it indicated he wasn’t interested in his daughter. And she underlined how much I was his daughter – your daughter did this, your daughter didn’t do that – as if I’d crawled out of my father’s navel. He had no choice in the end but to tell her to shut up, which aggravated mother even more, and she stopped talking to my father for weeks, and because I was the reason for their fight, she also stopped talking to me. My father and I enjoyed the first few days of her silence, because we could eat in peace, play cards, laze around in silence, do everything in peace. Then it got harder because father couldn’t find his lighter, and mother said nothing, and I couldn’t find the glue stick and mother said nothing, and soon her silence became so mighty that we too fell silent and the windows stopped crying. But my father, who loved telling stories, who loved to laugh, eventually apologised to my mother, and he must’ve done it well, because my mother is stubborn, because she’s got a block of cement in her head. The neighbour asked her how he’d managed it, because the neighbour also knew how stubborn my mother could be, and my mother smiled and slurped her chai, slurped and wouldn’t stop slurping, as if her chai glass were bottomless. After she’d finished her chai in one go, she wiped beads of sweat from her upper lip, because that’s where mother sweats when she’s hot, and then she told the neighbour that father had turned on his sweetest tongue. The neighbour laughed loudly and said, I bet he did more than talk with it, and that’s when mother got up restlessly and poured herself another chai.


I couldn’t appease mother with words. Father always spoke for both of us, and this time he’d only spoken for himself, and I started making my bed, putting my clothes in the washing basket, or clearing away my plate without being asked to, and mother continued her silence, and eventually I offered to let her comb my hair – without words because I was a Mowgli-girl after all. I went to mother and handed her a hair tie and a comb so she could tame my hair, which had always bothered her. I sat at her feet so she could start working from the couch. My hair was neat after that; even the head teacher noticed, and my PE teacher told me I shouldn’t plait my hair too tightly or I’d get a headache, but even then, mother only spoke to me when it was absolutely necessary. And when the boys played football and wouldn’t let me join in and called me Rapunzel because of my long plait, all I thought about was how badly my temples hurt, and the pain reminded me of mother, and so I did nothing; I didn’t push boys who came too close, I didn’t insult girls who sneakily called me names, and I didn’t contradict teachers who confused me with complicated words. The pain was there, and I couldn’t escape from it, because it crouched directly on my head, and then, during Geography class, I couldn’t take it any longer and so grabbed the teacher’s scissors when she wasn’t looking and cut the plait off. The other students screamed, and the teacher noticed; she ran towards me, her face filled with fear, and took the scissors from me, and only then did she get angry. She forgot all her fancy, complex words and screamed understandable ones. Some students laughed, others were distraught, and it didn’t matter because the pain had pulled its claws out of my scalp – the pain dissolved, and it felt good, like water from a shower hitting the middle of my head, and I enjoyed how the pain had turned into a water stream, and then everyone asked me why I’d cut my hair in the middle of class, and they laughed when I said the plait hurt but then changed into a jet of water.


Father took me to get the rest of my hair cut, and the hairdresser also asked why I’d cut my hair so short, and he didn’t laugh when I said the plait hurt, and only said I need to ask my mother not to tie my hair too tightly, but I couldn’t tell the hairdresser I didn’t know how to speak to my mother. My mother cried when she saw my short hair and spoke to my father, very calmly, saying it wasn’t her influence; he’d ruined me, and I was lost for good. He didn’t take her seriously, I could tell by how often he stroked my head, from the forehead to the nape of the neck, and that’s where his hand found rest.


He’d sometimes walk me home from school with his hand on the nape of my neck. When he got off work early, he’d stand outside the school gate waiting for me, and when I ran out of the building with all the other kids and he saw one of the older boys push me, he’d tell me to push back, not to put up with anything, especially as a girl, they mustn’t dare approach me, and if my muscles couldn’t protect me I should bite – anything goes when protecting yourself. Once father waited with the new boy’s mother and they smoked together, and father didn’t notice me until I walked up to him, and the woman looked at me; she smiled, no longer wanting to rip my eyes out. And then her son, called Younes, arrived and my father said what a nice name, but the boy didn’t say thank you, he was just sad. And his mother said Younes was a shy boy, and I thought he was a wimp, but I didn’t tell her because she no longer wanted to rip my eyes out. Younes and his mother live one building down and seem to be friendly people, said my father, so I should leave them alone.


That evening mother railed at father; after she’d closed the windows and the balcony door, she shouted at him because the woman next door had told her that father had walked home with that woman who wore short tight skirts, and it seemed they were having a very animated conversation because father didn’t greet the neighbour walking past them, and he’d been very absorbed in the conversation with the other woman, who always wore short tight skirts as if she wanted to personally insult mother. She felt disgraced by father speaking to that dog on heat, as she put it, and asked if he wasn’t ashamed to speak to a woman whose skirt revealed everything about her, and what must the neighbours think of them now, of my father and of my mother and probably of my father with that woman. And father just smoked his cigarette and opened the window, as if wanting to invite the gossiping neighbour to the fight she’d caused. But that’s when mother fell silent, which was pretty pleasant, and father came into my room and promised to teach me to drive so that someday I could just drive off when mother annoyed me, and we both laughed, me nervously and him thoughtfully. And I asked him to tell me a story from Alf Layla wa-Layla because he was so good at it, and so he could think of something else, and so he told me stories from Alf Layla wa-Layla, when women were still queens, and ifrits emerged from the oceans to make the lives of humans more difficult, and I listened to him, watching his facial expressions, because he told the stories as if Shahrazad were sitting on his tongue. Shahrazad wasn’t allowed to stop telling stories, or else she’d die. I was scared she might not be able to come up with any more stories. The king would kill her if she stopped telling her stories: and Shahrazad continued.


And mother asked me what I’d seen on the street when Younes’ father dropped him off; everyone was staring, and Younes was crying. I kept quiet, and mother scolded me; why wasn’t I like other women’s daughters, who told their mothers everything and I wanted to know how she knew Younes’ name. Mother pressed me to talk, and that’s when I told her about beating up Younes, and then she got angry and ordered me to my room, but I went outside.


Younes’ father had dropped him off outside the front door, dragged him out of the car, and Younes writhed as if he had a stomach-ache, and his mother, in her tight skirt, scurried around Younes and tried to hold him back because he wanted to run after his father’s car, and everyone was staring. His mother held him close and whispered things into his ear, which no one but Younes heard; though everyone was staring, she devoted herself entirely to Younes and managed to calm him down, but he was still crying, and everyone was staring. His mother hurried inside with Younes and chided those watching, telling them to stop staring; had they never seen a boy crying before? she shouted, and that’s when a few people stopped staring. The adults looked away with shame, ushered their kids onwards, and looked once more to see how the scene would end.


From that day on, Younes always sat on the kerb after school and waited for his father, and at the beginning, everyone stared and told each other what they’d seen the day they’d stared, and then they told each other what they thought as they stared?, and they shook their heads as if they felt sorry for Younes, who was waiting for his father, reminding everyone on the street that he was waiting for him. His mother fetched him inside in the evenings. He followed her with his head held low and the sadness seeping from his eyes, dripping onto the asphalt; plump beads of water left a wet trail from the kerb to the front door.


Even after weeks had passed, Younes still didn’t seem to forget his father, and he sat on the kerb – but the people who’d stared were no longer staring at him, because they were staring at Younes’ mother again, who wore short tight skirts. And he waited for even longer stretches of time, and the memory didn’t wane, nor did the sadness, not even when his mother gave him a basketball to help him pass the time, a basketball he listlessly bounced up and down as he sat. He never got up, as if his knees had been broken. The repeated sound of the ball’s impact on the asphalt echoed through the neighbourhood, his bouncing accompanied the residents’ afternoons, and everyone knew Younes was sitting outside waiting.


When a car turned into the street, he’d press the ball to his chest and look up, again and again, his father nowhere in sight. Younes stayed on the kerb, concentrating on the basketball’s sound on the asphalt, until the street lights turned on automatically. And eventually, his mother no longer had to fetch him inside; he went on his own because he knew he could go on waiting the next day. The other boys in the neighbourhood thought they could use Younes’ back as a football target while he waited, because he didn’t move and had broken knees, and they said it annoyed them that this son of a bitch never stopped waiting – and we’ll make sure he doesn’t wait any more, one of them said. Anyone who managed to hit him got a point, and not all of them managed; they were actually pretty bad at it, but Raffiq always hit Younes’ back, always shot with relentless intensity, and everyone held their breath for a moment, torn between pity and the wish to be entertained, waiting to see Younes run inside in tears. But Younes didn’t move; he stayed put and breathed heavily and bounced his ball, not hearing the raging anger in Raffiq’s shot but only the steady sound of his basketball hitting the asphalt; and that shot echoed so loudly in the neighbourhood, and it echoed so loudly in Younes’ body that his bent-over figure twitched briefly, but the sound of his basketball was louder; the sound could be heard in the staircase and in the kitchen, and when father told me a story, the basketball was louder than Shahrazad.


I was angry, not at the boys but at Younes, who didn’t smash his basketball against their heads or get up and leave. I was annoyed that he endured the pain, and I was annoyed that I was pleased when he was hit, because I thought he’d get up then and give up waiting. Once, my father came home from work early and saw the boys using Younes’ back as their goal. He scolded them and asked weren’t they ashamed of bullying a harmless boy, and Raffiq, who always shot at Younes with fierce anger, said, Younes is playing with us, Uncle. We’re not tyrannising him, he said, using a word too big for his mouth, and the other boy, Walid, said, Younes is the goal, and that’s when my father shouted at them to find another goal. But we didn’t have a goal in our neighbourhood; we always improvised using bags or water bottles; there was a playground with a broken swing, because there were more kids here than things to play with, and my father knew this and was always angry at the city for forgetting this neighbourhood, so father grabbed the ball and told the boys to follow him. We ran after my father, who was heading for the town square, where there was a supermarket, and he asked if anyone had a marker pen. They handed him one, and my father drew a large rectangle on the side wall of the supermarket, exclaiming to the boys, here’s your goal, and the boys opened their mouths in stupid astonishment as if my father had shown them the universe. Then they started laughing and said, yes, man, thanks, Uncle, and before they could continue, my father threatened to beat them if they ever messed with Younes again. And that’s when Raffiq turned to me and said, Amal, go on, tell us how you beat up Younes, and it made me feel ashamed because I was making a fool of my father. Startled, my father turned to me and asked if I’d joined them in their stupid game, and I reassured him I hadn’t. I thought I knew why I wasn’t allowed to beat up Younes any more: so father could protect him from others without being challenged. On our way home, father told me why Younes was sitting there – as if I didn’t know.


[image: image]


No one wants to fight Younes. Actually: no one’s capable of fighting Younes; they lurk, circle him, and he stands there, all big and mighty and untouched, and they whisper in each other’s ears, and in the next moment they laugh out loud and shriek something incomprehensible, making me want to ram my fist into their mouths, but I’m only allowed to sit on the bench – I’m the only girl. There’s no audience because it’s boring, and no one dares to get in the ring with Younes. I only go along with Younes, who really wants to fight in the after-school boxing club and who spreads fear and makes me watch because I’m not allowed to be there – because the boxing club’s only for boys, the student-teacher says. Younes says I don’t have to come with him, and I don’t tell him I don’t trust Raffiq’s group, and I didn’t have to because we both remembered the ball-bouncing incident. They’re conniving cowards; we both know they’re like five fingers; only powerful as a fist, but otherwise easy to break. I enjoy the way insecurity surrounds them. They look like tiny hills surrounding Younes. And Younes turns them back into those primary school boys who pulled and tugged at him: coming from behind, their hands always on his back, until I learned what it means to have someone’s back, and I didn’t have the muscle power, so I bit, and they pulled at my hair, which had grown long again.
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