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			People are trapped in history 
and history is trapped in them. 
—JAMES BALDWIN
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			“Nothing sorts out memories from ordinary moments. 
Later on they do claim remembrance 
when they show their scars.” 

			—La Jettée

		 
		

	
		
			
NIZAR 
July 2014



			I need you to visit Ishtar.”	
His mother’s voice was clear. Nizar asked her to repeat herself anyway.

			“I need you to get the family story out of her.”

			Nizar looked down from the edge of his balcony. Three floors below, the concrete felt welcoming in its hardness.

			“I want nothing to do with her.”

			“Nizar, I have no one else to turn to. I’d like to arrange this exhibition while your grandmother is still with us, and I don’t know how much time—” Nizar heard the flick of his mother’s lighter at the other end of the line. “Look, I’m just asking for this one thing. Get her to tell you the family history and write it down for me.”

			“Why don’t you just pay her to do it?”

			Zainab sighed. “Because I know my sister. She’ll take the money, find some way to say that it’s morally reprehensible to force her to narrativise or to simplify, and then not do it.” 

			“I haven’t spoken to her since that dinner,” he said, resenting how easily his mother forced him to unpack memories he had long ago sealed off.

			“I suspect she’s in a fragile state.”

			“She’s always in a fragile state.”

			“This ISIS stuff has really . . .” Zainab interrupted herself and took a deep drag of her cigarette. “Anyway. Do you have any upcoming work trips, habibi?”

			He looked over to the flats across the canal. In one, an old man in a bathrobe typed steadily at his desk. “I don’t do that kind of work anymore.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He considered how to explain this decision to his mother. How to tell her that after moving out of the flat with Alfie he had been walking around his new neighbourhood in Hackney when he noticed a CrossFit gym under one of the station arches. How he had found himself entranced by the young, hard-bodied trainers with garish tattoos, how they strutted through the white powdered chalk hanging in the air, slapping each other’s backs. How in the past he had scoffed at those who invested hours sculpting a body that would inevitably decay, but in that moment realised his long-held belief—that an investment in the mind was forever—now struck him as naïve. How he had paid a membership fee and began to go every day. How he found the anti-intellectualism to be a reprieve, because there was no chance for the mind to wander during a work-out; he could only focus on his form, his breath, his weights. How he powered through sets of gruelling circuits named after American soldiers who died in Iraq and Afghanistan, and how after each class he collapsed on the floor of the gym, his muscles sore for days, a satisfying pain. How his shoulders broadened, his thighs thickened, and his pecs swelled. How muscles he never knew existed emerged underneath his skin. How disciplining his body brought control in a collapsing world, and how when the instructors yelled FEEL THE BURN he thought not of the searing flesh from the explosion but of the lactic acid burning through his muscles. How when he began to follow men on social media who demonstrated workout routines and discussed the virtues of bone broth, his algorithm interspersed half-naked men with brutalised Palestinian bodies and shell-shocked Syrian boys, their body parts like cuts of meat. Here: a thigh. There: a torso. How he was no longer sure if the photos were there to arouse or enrage. How his new body brought a different kind of attention, and in the spring while scrolling through endless torsos on Grindr, a message appeared that caught his eye: 90 quid to suck ur cock. How when the man came over, heavyset, in his fifties, he gave Nizar the money and all he had to do was unzip his trousers. It was so damn easy, and a few days later he did it again, and again, and as the bodies piled up and the atrocities multiplied, he recoiled at those who touted the virtues of journalism, who defended the media as heroes in pursuit of the truth. Whose truth? With the right spin, a government could push news of a massacre off the headlines. How could he tell his mother that it was more moral to sell his body than to sell his soul for some bullshit idea of the truth? He no longer believed that journalists were truth-seekers. They were carriers of the apocalypse, scavengers for a story: desperate for clicks, exposing global misery to pad their pockets, leading the masses down whirlpools of clickbait, the curators of an assembly line of death that floated down social media feeds and quickly disappeared until everyone forgot what it was they were so angry about, only that they had a fireball of rage inside of them, throbbing and ready to explode. He saw it in his own feed, the way news drifted down his timeline like the flow of a river: death, fires, war, floods, famine, sex. Malnourished children in Yarmouk, malnourished women in Beverly Hills. Swiping left, swiping right, chat rooms, saunas, jerking off to a sea of changing faces, sucking off one man, fisting another. What else to do in this ungovernable world but master control over his body? What an achievement! The glaciers were melting, but he completed fifty double-unders without breaking form. Palestine was being disappeared, but he doubled the weight of his snatches in a month. The Islamic State dissolved the concepts of Syria and Iraq, but his quads were indestructible. The Assad regime was starving hundreds of thousands, but if he ate nothing but boiled chicken for three days he could glimpse the outline of his abs under the right lighting. How could he tell her that sex was salvation? That they could colonise his hole, but they would never colonise his mind. That he had sex because the world was getting warmer, hotter, so hot, baby. That he could do nothing about the oil drilling but yeah mate, drill deep. How afterwards he would lie on an unfamiliar bed in a euphoric calm that lasted a few minutes, and then the world would encroach and he would have to find another, would have to keep moving, because to connect was to be shackled, to love was to be enslaved. Better to pass the bodies down the assembly line, moving along until suddenly and without warning he would be walking down the street one summer and a twink would yell out ‘Hey Daddy!’ and he would turn around and realise that the twink was talking to him, that time had moved on, persistently, relentlessly, and he would have to clench his jaw to stop from screaming.

			“I haven’t done any war reporting all year,” he said. “I thought I told you.”

			He looked out towards the horizon. “I’ve got to go. I’m in the middle of something.”

			“Wait,” Zainab said. “The main reason I called, and this is the third time, by the way, is to wish you a happy birthday.” 

			“Right. Thanks. You too.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know. It’s the day you birthed me, so I guess it’s your day too.”

			

			“Is that how these things work?”

			Silence fell through the cracks of the conversation.

			“Thirty-two?”

			“Thirty-three.”

			“If you do get the chance to speak to Ishtar . . .”

			“I’m not getting involved in your family squabbles. Please don’t call me about this again.”

			Nizar hung up and stepped down from the railing. Dark clouds hung low in the sky and imprisoned the moisture and heat in the air, just like the day he had met Alfie five years earlier. It was the summer of 2009, and he’d been standing on a different ledge. The northbound Victoria line platform at King’s Cross. Gazing down at the filthy tracks, the promise of death flashed in his mind.

			He looked up at the orange numbers. One minute until the train arrived. Or was it more? He recalled something a friend had told him once, how the time displayed wasn’t really accurate, that a minute stretched out longer—ninety seconds, maybe more. It was a trick to calm the nerves of anxious commuters, to give the illusion that the next train was just that bit closer.

			A low rumble vibrated through the soles of his shoes. He imagined the train’s approach, the burst of stale air it would bring with it, the twin beams piercing the darkness, growing larger, closer. He imagined his body: limbs twisted, bones shattered, blood mixing with the oil and grime of the tracks. Would it be quick? A flash of pain and then nothing? Or would it linger, his consciousness trapped in a broken body as the world spun above him? He closed his eyes and was back in Baghdad, among the strewn bodies, the contorted limbs, the furnace of heat. He took a breath, his lungs filling with damp, metallic air. The smell of charred flesh and rubber was suffocating. He felt the blood drip down his cheek, the terrifying silence that preceded the screams—

			A hand on the back of his neck. Uninitiated skin-on-skin contact, a cataclysmic subversion of the unspoken rules of the metropolitan transport system. In another situation Nizar might have smacked aside the stranger’s hand, but an intimacy in the touch stopped him. The hand pulled him back, rooted him in the present. He opened his eyes as the train thundered by, a blur of white and blue. A gust of wind whipped at his clothes. The disquiet retreated, a wave drawing back into the sea.

			“You alright?” 

			Nizar nodded and followed the crowds inside the carriage. The stranger took a seat beside him. He looked down at the hand that had been on the back of his neck. The fingers were pale and wrinkled; the hands of an old man. Nizar looked at the darkened window across from him. In the reflection, the owner of the hand appeared younger than he expected. Late twenties, no more than a couple of years older than himself. The man had a dark beard and cradled a tote bag on his lap. Tattoos ran down each of his arms. He caught Nizar’s gaze in the reflection. 

			At the next stop, the man stood up and left the tube, moving through the crowd without looking back. Nizar followed, weaving through a group of teenagers with large Zara shopping bags. Catching up with the stranger on the platform, Nizar tapped his shoulder.

			The man turned around. He had brown eyes, warm and unassuming. Laughter lines at the corners of his eyes suggested a history of happiness.

			“Thank you,” Nizar said. The stranger brushed off his gratitude with a faint smile, his eyes dropping to the floor.

			“I’m Nizar.”

			“Alfie.”

			

			The name seemed perfectly suited. He was tall and conventionally handsome, like an Alfred, but a charming dishevelment to his appearance made ‘Alfie’ more apt. His beard was scruffy and he had a silver hoop earring in one ear. The tattoos along his left arm consisted of various lines and circles that looked almost child-like, and along his right was an intricate arrangement of flowers emerging from water, with tiny gold and pink fish swimming between the leaves. His t-shirt was old, the sleeves haphazardly cut off. On the front in large block letters were the words ‘Made in England. Destroyed in Magaluf.’

			“It’s ironic,” Alfie explained, glancing down at his shirt.

			They shuffled out of the underground and turned onto Upper Street. Alfie explained he was on his way to meet a friend at Ottolenghi. Nizar held himself back from commenting on the problematics of Ottolenghi’s liberal Zionism.

			“I’m heading to Waterstones,” Nizar said, nodding vaguely up the street. A lie. He didn’t want to scare him off by disclosing that he’d only gotten off the tube to follow him.

			“So what is it you do?” Nizar asked, trying to keep his voice light as they walked.

			“I’m a DJ. And a songwriter of sorts.” Alfie added the second part quickly, an afterthought he seemed embarrassed to admit.

			Nizar told him that he was a journalist.

			“What kind of journalism?”

			“Like war stuff,” he said dismissively.

			Alfie stopped and turned to him with mock gravity. “So we’re both braving the worst of humanity in some of the most desperate and dangerous places in the world.”

			Nizar glanced at their reflection in the furniture shop window. Standing side-by-side, they looked, he couldn’t help but think, good together. There was an easy alignment to their bodies, like they belonged to the same photograph. As he looked past their reflection into the softly lit showroom—minimalist table lamps, a sprawling mustard sofa—he saw something else: a glimpse of himself living alongside someone. The thought was startling. In the blur of glass and overpriced furniture, the vision of them building a life together took shape in his mind with exhilarating potential, like the beginnings of a creative project.

			“That was a joke,” Alfie said, studying Nizar’s face for hints of offence. 

			Nizar smiled to ease his concerns, grabbing his arm as they carried on down the road. 

			“In any case, have you been to Soho on a Saturday night? It’s basically Mogadishu.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.” He was self-conscious about the fact he felt more comfortable being interrogated by an armed militia than standing amongst a group of shirtless men at a club.

			“Why not come see it for yourself?” Alfie asked, as Ottolenghi’s red awning came into view. “I’ll be DJing at Heaven tonight. I start at ten, but it doesn’t pick up until later.”

			And so, he did. Drink in hand, he scanned the room until he saw Alfie standing behind a booth in the corner, his headphones held to one ear, his eyes closed in concentration as garish electro-pop blasted through the speakers. Beside him stood a muscular, shirtless man, and a pink-haired drag queen. Nizar watched as the shirtless man tapped Alfie on the shoulder, one hand gripping Alfie’s neck and the other pulling him closer at the waist. Alfie smiled politely at whatever the man said and returned his focus to the laptop, gently loosening the young man’s grip on him. All at once, Nizar was overcome with a fear that Alfie would not remember him, or—worse—treat him with the same polite disregard as he had the shirtless man. Just as he considered turning around, Alfie saw him and smiled. 

			“I suppose you’re here to report on the latest crisis engulfing the Republic of Soho?” Alfie shouted over the music.

			“Something like that.”

			He patted the area next to him in the booth. “Better view from up here.”

			The shirtless man begrudgingly made space for him and Nizar climbed onto the platform, relieved to be insulated from the dance floor’s drunken unpredictability. He stood awkwardly while Alfie mixed one song into another. Each time Nizar considered leaving, Alfie turned to him and grinned, or else pointed something out to keep him within reach. Between changing tracks, Alfie entertained him by mimicking different people’s dancing, rolling his eyes at song requests, and dramatically refusing to play the Black-Eyed Peas. During a ten-minute mix of Kylie Minogue’s ‘Slow’, Alfie provided running commentary on the dance floor in a surprisingly impressive David Attenborough impression:

			“To your right you can see a gaggle of hens at one of their parties. This is part of the heterosexual mating ritual, a chaotic celebration prior to their captivity. Be warned. In an hour or so when they are truly drunk they get quite savage, preying on vulnerable twinks in their vicinity. Oh, here we go, one of them is approaching now. She looks like a Britney fan.” Alfie paused and grabbed him by the neck, pulling him closer. “Britney fans are one of the most dangerous brigades out there.” Alfie’s fingers playfully weaved through the curls on the back of Nizar’s head.

			The woman, in her late twenties with platinum blonde hair and glittery eye shadow, stumbled towards the booth. She leaned over the deck, spilling some of her drink on the turntable.

			“Oi, watch the equipment!” Alfie growled with surprising roughness.

			The girl turned to Nizar. “You his boyfriend, hun?”

			Nizar was about to shake his head when Alfie responded.

			“Yeah, he is. What do you want?”

			“Can you play ‘Toxic’?”

			

			After Alfie’s set, they left the club and headed to Old Compton Street. In front of Cafe Nero, Alfie stopped and kissed him.

			“Come home with me,” he said. And Nizar did.

			Alfie did not mention the scar until after they arrived at the flat, until after they had ripped off each other’s clothes and had drunken sex on the mattress in the corner of his room, until after they had both come and were lying down beside each other, staring into each other’s eyes. It was only then that Alfie ran his thumb along the jagged stretch of skin that ran down Nizar’s cheek.

			“How did you get this?” 

			There was no escaping the memory burned into his flesh.

			Nizar began to shiver. He tried to tell the story, but the blast and the limbs and the blood glistening on the asphalt overwhelmed him. Alfie held him tightly, the warmth of his body keeping the memories at bay, and Nizar believed this to be a sign that the worst was over.

			He missed Alfie so much. As he stood on the balcony, a flood of tears threatened to burst from him, but he held them back.

			To get out of the house, Nizar decided to treat himself to an expensive dinner. He made a reservation at the restaurant Alfie had taken him to for his last birthday, and in a cruel twist the waitress led him to the exact table he and Alfie had dined at the year before. Sitting across from the now-empty chair, Nizar recalled the conversation they’d had that night. Alfie had mentioned buying a van and traveling around Europe.

			“Sounds a tad cliché,” he’d remarked. At the time, he could only see Alfie as someone entirely unserious, liberated from the shackles of human suffering in which Nizar found himself drowning.

			“Who cares? It would feel so free to just pack up and run away.”

			“I’ve spent my entire life running away.”

			Alfie had looked at Nizar then, with a clarity so piercing that even in the midst of his Valium-induced fog he saw himself through Alfie’s eyes: as someone who’d seen a lot, who’d grown as a person because of it, but who was also deeply unhappy, and unable—even unwilling—to extract himself from his despair. Their eyes locked in a shared moment of savage honesty, until Alfie looked away.

			Now, Nizar ordered a large glass of Syrah, the baked aubergine, and the third most expensive steak on the menu. He considered how their relationship had involved a balancing act between the person they thought they were and the person their lover perceived them to be. Perhaps, unknowingly, he had morphed into Alfie’s worst perceptions of him.

			The aubergine was sweet and smoky, its fleshy insides dissolving in his mouth. There was a certain liberation in eating alone, he realised, a sense of possibility wrapped around a hard ball of shame. He considered his mother’s plea to get in touch with Ishtar.

			No, there was no reason to get in touch with her again.

			When the steak arrived his fork pierced the flesh, unleashing a mixture of oil and blood that oozed onto the plate. Nizar thought of his grandmother. She must be in her eighties, and though he felt prepared for her death in a vague and indeterminate future, the urgency in his mother’s voice had thrust it into the very real present. His grandmother’s decay flashed vividly in his mind. He put the steak in his mouth, and as he bit down he was all at once aware that what he was eating had been alive, a sentient being endowed with consciousness and memories. Nausea came over him in waves. He put down his fork and stumbled to the bathroom. In the white porcelain toilet, he violently threw up.

			His stomach empty, he stood at the sink and cupped water to his face. The conversation with his mother had fractured the dam inside him. He looked at his reflection in the mirror. Clammy skin, flushed. Hair plastered to brow. He touched a fingertip to the scar on his cheek, hooked its ridge with his nail, and drew it apart. The ridge deepened then bloomed, flowering into a red seam that oozed and threaded to the jaw. His face streaked with dirt. Eyes wide and unseeing. Shirt torn and sodden with a stranger’s blood. He shut his eyes. When he opened them, only the old scar remained.
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ZAINAB 
June 2014



			Zainab was halfway down the path when a side door to the cottage swung open. Her mother appeared, a stained rag in one hand, her butcher’s apron splattered with paint. Had it only been a year since they last saw each other? Her mother’s eyes were still sharp and piercing, but her face was gaunt, her normally upright posture arched. She had aged so much, or else Zainab’s memory of her had somehow frozen at a convenient moment in the past. 

			“I heard the car,” Bridget remarked. She had been working, Zainab gathered, and this realisation triggered a sudden anxiety in having interrupted her.

			Zainab moved to hug her, but her mother recoiled from her embrace.

			“Don’t! I’m covered in paint.” 

			Zainab took in her surroundings. 

			“This place is beautiful,” she said. The house was nestled between a landscape of rolling green hills and forests. The property itself, two semi-attached granite structures that stood almost perpendicular to one another, was larger than she expected. “Where’s Mediha?” 

			“She’s away for the week,” Bridget said, leading Zainab through the side door and into the kitchen. It smelled of paint thinner and ground coffee. “Did she not mention?”

			“No.”

			“Oh. Well, she left a note,” Bridget gestured towards an envelope on the kitchen counter. “I just need a few minutes to clean up. Ishtar should be here soon.”

			Inside the envelope were three typed pages. A last-minute space in a week-long meditation retreat had opened, her younger sister had written, and she would return at the weekend. The rest of the letter was a bullet-pointed manual with house rules and notes on caring for their mother. The tone was professional yet terse, as if Mediha expected her to struggle to understand anything more than simple, direct language. She couldn’t help but feel the patronising tone Mediha used with her was driven by the belief that, as Zainab had stayed in the Arab world, she had somehow evaded a necessary civilising process. In lieu of a goodbye, Mediha ended the letter with: Please, Zainab, DON’T let Mama smoke.

			“How was the flight from Dubai, Bulbul?” her mother asked, walking into the kitchen. She had removed the paint-stained apron and was wearing a light blue sweater and jeans.

			“It was fine, direct to Glasgow.” Zainab noticed a smudge of paint on her mother’s hairline. She reached to wipe it away, then stopped herself. “I slept for most of it.”

			Her mother nodded and turned on the kettle. “Can I have one of your cigarettes?”

			Zainab shoved Mediha’s letter into her pocket and fished through her bag. She pulled out her cigarettes and knocked two out of the packet.

			“Don’t tell Mediha, she’ll kill me.”

			“You and me both,” Bridget stuck the cigarette in her mouth and motioned for a light.

			Ishtar arrived soon after, wearing an oversized shirt and black jeans with a duffle bag slung over her shoulder. At sixty, Zainab’s older sister remained a striking presence, slender and strong, with large hands and lean, muscular arms. Her dark hair contained a single streak of white that emerged from the crown of her head like a bolt of lightning. Her appearance fell somewhere between Zainab’s, whose dark skin and large features looked very Arab, and Mediha’s, with her more British look.

			Zainab handed her the letter. “Instructions from Mediha.”

			“Have you read them?”

			“Yeah.”

			

			Ishtar let the pages flutter to the table. “I’ll follow your lead.”

			“I suppose I ought to give you a tour.” Bridget took them into a spacious living room, its high ceilings crossed with dark wooden beams. The space was filled with an eclectic mix of furniture, vibrant patterns, and Middle Eastern handicrafts. The walls were painted a soft cream. To the right of the fireplace, a hallway extended toward the rest of the house. The old wooden floors creaked beneath their feet as they stopped at the first door, which Bridget unlocked with a heavy set of keys.

			“Ishtar, you’re staying in Mediha’s office.”

			The room had a large wooden desk, and beside it a fold-out sofa-bed had been prepared. Ishtar dropped her bag with a thud and walked towards the large shelves lined with folders and books. She scanned the titles, running a finger along the spines before pulling out a book titled Gender and Islam. She read the back cover, flipped through the pages, then let it snap shut.

			“Of course,” she said dryly, putting it back in its place.

			At the end of the hall was another locked door. “That’s Mediha’s room,” Bridget explained. “She doesn’t like anyone going in there,” she added, herding them back into the living room and towards a door beside the pantry. 

			“My live-in studio,” Bridget said, as they stepped into the large, airy room. “Zainab, you’ll be staying here with me.” 

			The room was vast and sleek, with polished white floorboards and brushed steel fittings that felt at odds with the rest of the cottage. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out onto the garden with its backdrop of hills mottled with birch and pine, and flooded the space with natural light. In an alcove facing the window stood an easel and canvas surrounded by tubes of paint, stained rags, and tissue paper.

			“This is nicer than expected,” Ishtar said, looking at Zainab with an arch of her thick eyebrow. “Did you know the house was this nice?”

			Zainab turned to her mother. “Was this room here when Mediha bought the house?”

			

			“No, she had it built. She initially drew up the plans so that my studio faced the side-road. I had to fight her for the view. But Mama, if you face the road, you can see who comes in and out, she tried to tell me. I said she should face the bloody road if it entertained her so much.”

			Zainab chuckled. 

			“She’ll probably hold it against you for the rest of your life,” Ishtar said.

			“That shouldn’t be too long then . . .”

			“Mashallah, Mama, don’t say that.”

			“Don’t be so superstitious, Zainab,” Bridget laughed, squeezing her cheek. “There’s nothing wrong with death. You just become worm food.”

			Zainab turned back to the large windows. On one of the distant slopes stood a single cow, perfectly still. Behind her she could hear Ishtar moving through the large room.

			“How could Mediha afford all this?” Ishtar asked, coming up beside Zainab. She lifted a palette knife from the worktable and turned it over in her hand.

			It was a question Zainab had also considered. Two years earlier, when the time came for their mother to be cared for, it made the most sense that the responsibility should fall to Mediha. Zainab had offered to take Bridget in, though everyone knew the heat in Dubai would be too much for a woman in her early eighties. Ishtar hadn’t been considered. Despite being the eldest, she lived on a cramped houseboat in London and could barely keep herself afloat. Mediha’s acceptance did not come without its fair share of resentment. She protested the injustice, accusing her older sisters of sabotaging her. When she finally relented, with some financial incentive from Zainab, she sold her one-bedroom flat in Edinburgh and purchased this property in a quaint part of the Scottish countryside a few miles outside Dunkeld. But even with Zainab’s contribution, Mediha couldn’t have afforded such a renovation on a lecturer’s salary.

			Bridget responded with vague references to Mediha’s “practical nature” and ability to “make things happen”, before swiftly ushering them back into the living room, where the afternoon light fell in thin, dusty slants across the mismatched furniture.

			“You’ll have to help me prepare the cot for Nizar,” Bridget said. “We can put it in—”

			“Nizar isn’t coming,” Zainab said. Her voice was tighter than she intended. Her mother frowned.

			“That’s a shame.” Bridget studied Zainab’s face. “Is he okay?”

			“He . . . he had a sudden work trip,” Zainab lied, her hand drifting to the back of her neck.

			Zainab had only discovered that her son was not coming two days prior, when she’d called to ask him to bring up a few jars of her favourite moisturiser from a shop in Knightsbridge. In the weeks leading up to the family gathering he had been distant and non-committal—not unusual for him. When he finally admitted he wasn’t coming, Zainab wasn’t surprised. For some time now she’d sensed her son was slipping away from her, but the more she tried to pull him in, the further away he drifted.

			The last time she had seen him was late last summer, where she’d arranged a dinner with Ishtar, Nizar, and his partner, Alfie, at Daquise in South Kensington, an old favourite of theirs. Her son walked in looking dishevelled, his mannerisms erratic and unfocused. Alfie, too, seemed unlike himself. Normally warm and affable, he sat across from her with a tense, shuttered gaze.

			“Are you okay?” Zainab asked once they had settled into their seats.

			Nizar glanced up from the wine list. “I’m fine.”

			“You don’t look fine.”

			“Look, I just got back from Syria and I’m tired.” He called for the waiter. “Can we get the Viognier?”

			“It’s all this war stuff,” Zainab said. “It’s not healthy to be exposed to so much violence and chaos. Couldn’t you report on nicer things?”

			

			Nizar looked at her as if he wasn’t quite sure they had understood each other, then he sighed, not with irritation but something closer to resignation. “War isn’t any more chaotic than everyday life,” he said, as his hands absent-mindedly folded and unfolded his napkin. “It might seem that way from afar, but a closer look reveals quite intricate systems and patterns.”

			“Much like a family, I suppose,” Alfie muttered.

			“And what is that supposed to mean?” Nizar’s voice was sharp. 

			“The way you describe war sounds like family relationships,” Alfie said, louder and more assured. “On the surface families might seem chaotic, but there are historical patterns and dynamics that everyone plays a role in.” He turned to Zainab. “Don’t you think so? That a family can be like a war zone?”

			Zainab sensed herself being pulled into a pre-existing argument and quickly changed the subject. She told them about her visit to the Tate Modern that afternoon, how she’d been surprised to see a piece by an Egyptian modernist painter who had used a combination of silver leaf, aluminium, tar, and oil paint. She’d recognised something familiar in the painting, a kind of sticky sadness. Alfie pressed for details, but she couldn’t find the words to say more.

			Ishtar arrived, frenetic and mercurial. Dressed in black, her hair was pulled into a tight ponytail which added to the severity of her features. A pair of triangular earrings hung from her ears, the gold glistening in the soft glow of the table lamp.

			“Sorry I’m late,” she addressed the table, before turning to her nephew. “Nizar, I never see you. You wouldn’t think we live in the same city.”

			“Have you met my sister Ishtar before?” Zainab asked Alfie. “She’s an artist, too. A real artist though, not like me.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short.” Ishtar slid into her seat and poured herself a glass of wine. “Your work is beautiful, Bulbul.”

			A flush rose to Zainab’s cheeks, a combination of the wine and the rare compliment from her sister. “I just do handicrafts . . . there’s no deeper meaning in it.”

			

			“I wouldn’t say your weakness is the depth of meaning so much as your tendency to indulge in nostalgia and aestheticize the past into pretty trinkets.” Ishtar turned to Nizar. “Ever since we were kids, your mother has always been taught to beautify, to make pretty all manner of ugliness. Me, I’ve never been one to muzzle myself to be ‘agreeable’ or ‘nice’.”

			“Did you know that Nizar sketches?” Alfie said to Zainab. 

			“Does he?” It stung that Nizar had never mentioned this to her, but she masked it with a smile. She could feel her son studying her with a curious expression.

			“He’s very talented. It’s not a surprise, of course, given your family. But the sketches . . . they’re so haunting.”

			The starters arrived, giving Zainab time to swallow her hurt. When the waiter left, she turned to Nizar. “You used to sketch a lot when you were younger.”

			“You’re upset,” Nizar said, dipping a piece of bread in his soup.

			“I’m not upset,” Zainab blinked, caught off guard by how easily he had read her. “I’m just—”

			“This is why I don’t tell her,” Nizar turned to Alfie.

			“Why wouldn’t you tell me?” Zainab looked down, her spoon tracing the swirls of sour cream on the surface of her borscht. “It makes me sad.”

			“Mama, look at me,” Nizar reached across the table, his fingers brushing her wrist.

			She looked into his eyes, which were dark and impenetrable. “Am I not allowed to be hurt that you’re hiding things from me?”

			“Stop turning everything into a weapon, I beg you.”

			“Niz, that’s not fair,” Alfie interjected.

			“This doesn’t concern you,” Nizar snapped. 

			“Nizar used to shit himself,” Zainab said. The words tumbled out of her abruptly.

			Ishtar spat the dumpling out of her mouth. The table fell silent.

			“It started when we moved to Jordan, so he must have been about nine or ten. Poor thing. I’d beg him, you know. ‘Let’s go make kaka before we leave the house.’ And he would say he had no kaka but then when we’d be out, the smell would just suffuse the—”

			“Zainab, darling,” Ishtar said. “We’re eating.”

			Zainab looked at Alfie. “Go on,” he nodded, putting a hand on Nizar’s shoulder. “I want to hear it.”

			“I had to act like it was completely normal. If people were around, I blamed the smell on a fart or some leaky sewage from somewhere. If there was a dog around, we’d blame the poor thing.” Zainab laughed, then softened her tone. “But it was hard for him. We moved around a lot. It was hard for the both of us, of course, but especially for Nizar. When you’re young and the ground keeps shifting underneath you . . .” She turned to Nizar, who was watching her with a clenched jaw. “I think your body just reacted in its own way. Maybe you were trying to control whatever you could, and your bowel movements were something you had a bit of control over, to keep it all in . . . until you couldn’t anymore.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Nizar muttered, running a hand through his curly hair, but none of that mattered because Zainab perceived a subtle understanding in Alfie’s eyes. She had communicated to Alfie that Nizar was a complex person, a person who had experienced deep upheaval. She was trying to equip her son’s lover with the tools he might need to deal with him. 

			“He did tell me you moved around a lot,” Alfie said. “But why did you leave Baghdad?”

			Zainab caught Ishtar’s eye, before quickly looking away. “It’s a long story. I don’t even remember it all myself. It’s been over thirty years now.”

			“Do you still consider it home? Or is Dubai home?”

			“I’m not sure . . .” Zainab’s voice trailed off. “I don’t even know what home should feel like. There’s this quote by Naguib Mahfouz, an Egyptian novelist, that home is where all our attempts to escape cease.”

			Alfie smiled. “That’s beautiful.”

			“A load of straight male nonsense if you ask me,” Ishtar said, jabbing her fork in the air for emphasis. “Completely ignores the reality that home can quickly become unsafe, and you have no choice but to flee.”

			Zainab sighed. “I sometimes feel like I’ve spent my whole life running away.”

			Nizar looked up from his plate. Zainab could tell he was still angry, but in that moment he also understood exactly what she was trying to say.

			“Enough about the past,” Zainab said, pouring herself more wine. “Nizar, tell us about Syria.”

			Ishtar’s eyes narrowed. “You were in Syria?”

			“I was reporting on the chemical attack.”

			“Oh dear,” Ishtar muttered to herself. “First the British boyfriend, now he’s talking of chemical attacks . . .”

			Nizar’s eyes widened. “Isn’t your girlfriend Irish?”

			“Ex-girlfriend. And in any case, Irish isn’t the same as British—”

			“Your mother is British!”

			“And that’s why I’m so familiar with their divide-and-­­conquer tactics,” Ishtar wiped her mouth with the napkin. “Anyway, I’m not saying there wasn’t a chemical attack, but I’d expect more of a critical eye—”

			“Ishtar,” Zainab pleaded, “let’s just agree to disagree.” She foresaw the trajectory of the conversation: Ishtar and Nizar would toss micro-aggressions at each other, eroding all nuance as they pushed one another to extreme positions, until they erupted into a fiery battle where they picked apart each other’s philosophy and character, climaxing in harsh judgements that would leave them fuming on opposite sides of an irreparable fissure. 

			“That’s not how this is going to end,” Ishtar said, pulling out a pouch of tobacco from her bag and starting to roll a cigarette. “This liberal ‘let’s-agree-to-disagree’ shite.”

			Nizar leaned across the table, his voice tightening. “So the thousands I saw suffering neurotoxic symptoms—”

			“War-mongering propaganda!”

			“Hundreds of dead. Women and children and—”

			“It was journalists like yourself—”

			“Five-year-olds convulsing in front of my eyes—”

			“Who midwifed the narratives—”

			“Frothing at the fucking mouth—”

			“That Bush and Blair used to destroy Iraq—”

			“Enough,” Zainab snapped.

			“They want to do to Syria what they did to Iraq,” Ishtar licked the edge of the paper, sealing her cigarette. “Chemical attacks. Doesn’t that sound familiar?”

			“You’re heartless.” Nizar shot to his feet, knocking the table in the process. Zainab’s bowl wobbled, splashing red across the tablecloth. 

			“And you, my dear nephew, are naïve.” Ishtar struck a match and lit the cigarette. She inhaled deeply, then tilted her head back slightly as she exhaled, letting the smoke curl up around her face like a crown. “Your job is to tell the truth, yet you peddle in lies and fake news.”

			“Ishtar, you’re not just a failed artist,” Nizar slung his leather messenger bag over his shoulder in a swift, furious motion. “You’re also a failed person.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			After a light supper they sat in the garden. Surrounded by wildflowers, they drank whiskey and watched the sun begin its slow, mid-summer descent, bathing the sky in hues of pink and gold. There was a chill in the air; a delightful reprieve to the long Dubai summer. It was a beautiful, tranquil moment. It was the right time to share her news.

			Six months earlier, Zainab’s husband Mohammad had woken up complaining of indigestion. Half an hour later, he began to vomit blood. At the hospital, doctors discovered a tumour the size of a fist in his upper stomach. The next morning, her husband of fourteen years was dead. Zainab became a widow, a title she could finally claim after having falsely used it for decades. 

			All this, her family knew. But there was one detail she had left out.

			“I’ve been wanting to tell you something,” Zainab announced. “I was going to wait until Mediha was here, but I think it’s better to discuss it with the both of you first.”

			Bridget raised an eyebrow. “Sounds ominous.”

			“When Mohammad died, he left his estate in my name.”

			“What does that mean?” Ishtar asked.

			“It means I’ve got a lot of money.”

			Bridget turned to look at her. “What do you mean by ‘a lot’?”

			“I don’t know the exact amount. It’s in different assets, and—”

			“How do you not know?” Ishtar scoffed.

			“Because I’m shit at maths and there’s someone who manages it. I guess somewhere in the range of fifteen million dollars?”

			“Fuck me,” Ishtar whistled, leaning back on her chair. “I guess marrying a Gulfie worked out after all.”

			Bridget frowned. “Have you given some thought as to what you’ll do with it?”

			Zainab adjusted the blanket on her lap and took a deep breath. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

			“I’d better see some of it,” Ishtar said. She followed this with a laugh, but Zainab knew she wasn’t joking. Her older sister had been ‘borrowing’ money from her—money Zainab never saw again—since they were teenagers. The discovery of Zainab’s newfound wealth would entrench this dynamic within the folds of their relationship for the rest of their lives.

			Zainab poured herself more whiskey and lit a cigarette. “Mama, didn’t you say that many of Baba’s sculptures and paintings in Iraq were lost during the war?”

			Her mother was quiet for some time. “Yes,” she finally said. “During the wars, not just the last one. Things were left behind in the Baghdad house with your aunt Rajiha, and she sold a bunch of them without the necessary paperwork . . . you know how mad that woman was. Anyway, the Americans invaded and then it was a free-for-all . . .” She turned to Zainab, who was nodding along enthusiastically. “But yes, most of the artwork is gone.”

			Hearing the loss in her mother’s voice, Zainab was desperate to resurrect the glimmer of hope that the past three decades had extinguished. She reached over and squeezed her mother’s leg.

			“I was thinking that with this money we might be able to track all of the artworks down. We can hire some people in Iraq to look for them.” She paused, but neither her mother nor her sister responded. “I know several curators in Dubai who would love the idea of exhibiting the works. Maybe even a permanent collection!”

			Bridget’s face did not light up as Zainab had expected. In fact, she appeared unnerved.

			“Mama, what’s wrong?”

			Bridget pressed her lips together. “Nothing’s wrong—” 

			“You look upset.”

			“I’m just thinking.”

			“We could tell your story, Mama. The story of all the things you and Baba did.” Unable to contain her excitement, she turned now to Ishtar. “Imagine this: an exhibition that brings together Mama and Baba’s lost works. An East-Meets-West love story of a British woman and an Iraqi man who fell in love in post-war London and moved to Baghdad in the fifties to start one of the most influential art movements in modern Iraqi history!”

			

			“That seems a tad off, politically,” Ishtar said, plucking a dead fly from her drink.

			“Whatever. My point is—”

			“Not whatever,” Ishtar cut in sharply. She closed her eyes, steepling the long, slender fingers of her hands to emphasize her point. “To hold such an exhibition and to frame it as this harmonious East-Meets-West love story, when the British have just pillaged our country. And to hold the exhibition in the Gulf, which is laundering its image with all these so-called festivals of culture. It’s a bit tone-deaf, don’t you think? Surely you don’t want to put forward the idea that our family is somehow aligned with British interests in Iraq . . . or Gulf interests, for that matter.”

			“I don’t think that’s how it would be perceived. We won’t be making a statement on anything but the past.”

			Ishtar shook her head. “The political mood won’t allow for such a reparative reading.”

			“OK fine, then you can come up with better framing. That’s why I want everyone involved. You’ve got the knowledge, Mama has the history, Mediha has the organisational skills, and I’ve got the money and contacts.” Zainab turned to her mother, who had been silent during all this. “What do you think?”

			“Have you started any of this yet?” 

			The tone of her mother’s question struck an interesting note.

			“Why?”

			“I’m just curious.” Bridget paused. “It’s a nice idea . . . but I’m an old fart and your father died a long time ago. I don’t have it in me to dredge up old memories.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Bridget sighed. “What I mean is that it’s best to let the past stay in the past. There are better things you could do with the money.”

			“Mama has a point,” Ishtar said. “We should be focusing on the present, on the future. Why not create a fund for contemporary Iraqi artists?”

			Zainab stubbed out her cigarette, the burning ember hissing as it kissed the shallow pool of water at the bottom of the ashtray. This was not the response she had expected. “I thought it would be a nice way to honour Baba’s legacy. He was the most famous artist in Iraq . . .”

			“And he’s still well known,” Bridget said.

			“Yeah, but it’s not the same.”

			“I mean, we’re all artists here,” Ishtar said. “Baba had so much support back in the day. He had the whole Iraqi state behind him. Couldn’t this money be used to support Iraqi artists working today who don’t have that kind of privilege?” 

			Zainab looked up at the sky, which like her mood had darkened. Bridget reached over and patted her leg.

			“I wouldn’t mention anything to Mediha just yet, Bulbul. Let’s leave this between the three of us for now.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			A setback, certainly. But after the first night, the week unspooled in a soft, reassuring calm, coaxing Zainab inside a prison of hope. Mediha’s instructions long forgotten, Ishtar and Zainab indulged their mother with long breakfasts like they used to have in Baghdad, where they spent hours grazing upon a vast spread of fruit, cheese, and meats as they smoked cigarettes, drank countless cups of coffee, and reminisced over old friendships and memories. At times Zainab found herself exiled from the conversation, as Ishtar and Bridget talked about their creative preoccupations, debated the work of contemporary artists, and critiqued each other’s projects, often returning to conversations they had started years before. There was an ease to their exchange, a rhythm Zainab admired and envied. What she remembered most clearly was not what was said but the way Bridget looked at Ishtar, head slightly tilted, eyes soft with a kind of quiet reverence, and it struck her—not for the first time—how their mother regarded Ishtar as the creative one, the one with vision. Just as she saw Zainab as the beautiful one. The recognition of this wasn’t exactly painful, though Zainab felt, as she often did around them, a slight sense of being left out of a higher plane of intimacy. And yet, watching them so immersed in their world of ideas, she found a space of quiet amusement at how deeply familiar this dynamic felt.

			One day, Zainab and Ishtar baked oatmeal cookies. As they ate them in the garden, Zainab took a photograph of her mother who was smiling broadly with a half-eaten cookie in her hand. It was a beautiful photo. Their mother looked happy and content, surrounded by the wildflowers in a riot of colour. Zainab posted the photo on Facebook with the caption: Cozy afternoons with Mama. Within an hour, the post garnered nearly seventy likes. The photograph delivered to Zainab what she had wanted: bringing her to the attention of old Baghdad friends and family, who commented adoringly about how healthy Bridget looked, how much they missed ‘the old times in Baghdad’. Zainab relished every comment, responding to each with a carefully selected recollection of her own, until she felt herself floating on a cloud of joyous memories.

			Most afternoons, while Bridget painted or napped, Ishtar and Zainab went for long woodland walks, where Ishtar spoke about her ideas, her projects and visions. Though she knew Ishtar’s long soliloquies were merely pitches for a slice of Mohammad’s inheritance, Zainab received them like offerings—smiling, nodding, occasionally asking a question. She enjoyed hearing her older sister speak. Ishtar’s mind had a way of casting old ideas in a new light that changed her perspective on the world. 

			On days when it rained, Zainab stayed at home and snooped. She walked through the cottage, examining trinkets in drawers, trying to get inside the skin of Mediha and Bridget’s daily life. She felt a spark of longing when a particular smell or object triggered a memory: a holiday in London, the dry winters of Baghdad, a long-forgotten friend, and she found herself chasing the dizzying feeling of almost stepping into a past life that shimmered out of reach.

			Two days before Mediha’s return, Zainab came across the letter. She had been looking through a stack of mail in a kitchen drawer when a cream-coloured envelope branded with the Sotheby’s logo caught her eye. Her heart raced as she pulled out the letter. 

			 

			Dear Mediha,

			We have reviewed the remaining artworks by your late father, Haydar Mathloum, and are thrilled to confirm that the collection has been accepted for auction at Sotheby’s.

			 

			Zainab’s hands trembled as she scanned the letter. The auction date was set for early next year, and a list of the paintings was attached. She recognised many of the artworks that had supposedly been lost in the wars. The letter also made reference to a scheduled meeting with Mediha in their London office on the 27th June. Today was the 27th June. 

			For years, Mediha and Bridget had sworn not to have any of Baba’s works. They had been lost in Baghdad, abandoned in the old family home, or looted in the chaos of the invasion. They had lied. Her shock was eclipsed by a stronger, more righteous emotion: rage, running like a river through her body. She pocketed the letter and steadied herself against the cabinet. She had been so naïve, so silly to believe them, to try in earnest to rally them around the cause of recovering the paintings. Mediha had hidden them for years and was now selling them off. And for what? Money, leverage, the thrill of control? They were more than just artworks; each held a piece of Baba’s soul. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			“Shall we share the lasagne?” Ishtar asked, studying the large chalkboard above the bar. Their mother had retired for her afternoon nap, and Zainab had suggested they drive to the local pub for a drink. She needed to get Ishtar alone to tell her what she had found.

			“I’m not hungry, but—”

			“Maybe we should have the lamb . . . or is that too heavy?” Ishtar tapped her chin as she considered the options. She asked the bartender about the lamb, then about the roast chicken. The bartender answered dutifully, the card machine hanging from her limp wrist as the line behind them grew longer.

			“Fuck it. One roast lamb, and two plates of chips.” She turned to Zainab, who gave the bartender her credit card.

			“I’ve been thinking about boats,” Ishtar said once they had settled in a corner of the pub. 

			“OK, but before that . . .” Zainab began, but her sister was not listening.

			“About our history and myths and what they can teach us about our present. And that’s how I got the idea of an expedition down the Tigris.”

			Zainab cradled her glass of wine. “An expedition? Now?”

			“It won’t be easy, of course, given the situation, but this inheritance money is our chance to really take our work to the next level. Male artists of our generation have risen to fame for amateurish scribblings, and these days, to be a successful Arab woman artist you have to pander, and I’m certainly not going to pander. I’m not going to frame my work within the ‘plight of the Iraqi woman’ bollocks, not when the plight of Iraqi women has become a Trojan horse for wars and occupations.” Ishtar moved her beer to the side and pulled out her laptop from her bag, placing it on the table between them. “Mediha makes that kind of art. With her gender degree and her belief that the plight of Arab women needs to be screamed from the rooftops. Poor girl, all rage and no taste.”

			“Speaking of Mediha . . .”

			“Remember how Baba came across the Sumerian artefacts during his Iraqi Museum apprenticeship in the forties? That was a key breakthrough for him. He saw how the past could help his generation understand the challenges of their present. In many ways, my project would be doing the same.”

			

			There was no way she would get Ishtar’s attention until her sister had said what she wanted to say. “So what exactly are you proposing?”

			“An expedition down the Tigris,” Ishtar clicked on a file and turned the screen to show a map of Iraq. “From the north of Iraq all the way down to Shat al-Arab. On an ark. Well, actually we should start further up . . . in Hasankeyf. Southeastern Turkey. Did you know that Hasankeyf is one of the oldest continuously inhabited settlements in the world?”

			“Hang on, did you say an ark? Like Noah’s ark?” 

			“Exactly,” Ishtar said, her brown eyes glinting with resolute exhilaration. “Though what you’re probably picturing now is some giant ark from a Hollywood film. That’s a very Eurocentric design. What I’m proposing is an ark that would resemble the real Noah’s ark. One constructed from a composite of traditional Mesopotamian boats.”

			The food arrived, and Ishtar shoved a forkful of lamb into her mouth. Zainab watched her movements with growing unease. Ishtar’s mood had changed since discovering the news of Mohammad’s inheritance. She had become restless, the tide of her mania swelling dangerously. She closed her eyes as she chewed, nodding her head slightly in feigned ecstasy. She opened her eyes suddenly, as if remembering something.

			“You see, the story of Noah’s ark was told long before the Bible,” she said, the lamb half-chewed in her mouth. “Various ancient Mesopotamian civilisations have references to a Great Flood so presumably this Flood, the one people associate with Noah, must have happened in Mesopotamia. And, according to the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Mesopotamian Noah is a man named Utnapishtim.”

			According to the myth, Ishtar explained, the earth had been inhabited by too many people, and their noise disrupted the sleep of the gods. In response, the gods sent plagues and droughts to reduce the numbers of people, and when that wasn’t enough, they unleashed a great flood to destroy humanity. But Enki, the god of water, was fond of Utnapishtim and revealed to him the gods’ plan. 

			“Ishtar,” Zainab interrupted. “I really need to—”

			Ishtar raised a chip to silence her. “Let’s say that you are Utnapishtim, and Enki comes to you and says: ‘Utnapishtim, mate, I’m going to flood this place.’ What would you do?”

			Zainab thought for a moment. “I guess I’d build a boat.”

			“No shit you’d built a boat.” Ishtar dropped the chip into her mouth. “But would you build a giant boat from scratch?”

			Ishtar paused, waiting for Zainab’s answer.

			“I guess not?”

			“You guess not? Of course you wouldn’t,” Ishtar’s voice rose sharply. A man at the table beside them turned in their direction. “You wouldn’t have time to build an enormous boat from scratch. You’d cobble together whatever material you had and create something from that. That’s what Utnapishtim did. He built his ark using the three traditional boats present in Mesopotamia, and that’s exactly what I plan to do.”

			Zainab leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “I suppose you want me to fund this?”

			“Don’t you want to support Iraqi heritage?” Ishtar leaned in, her tone suddenly earnest. “Even if we weren’t sisters, wouldn’t you want to be part of something like this? Something forward-thinking and hopeful? So much of contemporary Iraqi art is a reaction to the devastation of the last thirty years. I simply cannot sit in another fucking exhibition hall in London, drinking wine and talking about Iraqi suffering without even a shred of irony.”

			Zainab seized her moment. “Speaking of the art world,” she pulled the Sotheby’s letter from her bag and handed it to Ishtar. Ishtar read the letter slowly. When she was finished, she folded the letter and handed it back.

			“I can’t believe Mediha would do something like this,” Ishtar said, shaking her head.

			“It’s right there in front of you. She’s doing it behind our backs. The paintings belong to all three of us, not just her. It’s not right.”

			

			Ishtar considered her words carefully. “It isn’t right. But what would her motivation be? If it was about the money, then this could all be easily resolved.”

			“Exactly. And I do wire Mama money. I’ve always contributed more than my fair share.” Zainab paused, but Ishtar offered nothing. “She’s a liar and a thief,” Zainab added, trying to radicalise her older sister. “Doesn’t that bother you? Are you just going to let her sell them?”

			“I—” Ishtar stopped herself, shook her head. “It’s not like you need the money.”

			“It’s not about the bloody money! We can’t let the paintings get scattered around the world. Baba’s entire body of work will be lost. When Mediha comes tomorrow you must have my back on this. I can’t do it alone.”

			Ishtar’s gaze hardened. “I’m not getting in the middle of your feud.” 

			Of course she wasn’t. Ishtar always placed a convenient distance between herself and the family problems, knowing exactly how to keep her hands clean while getting others to do the dirty work. But as Zainab watched her sister push her plate back slightly, the congealed lamb glistening under the dim light, she realised the news had stripped Ishtar of her appetite. For now, this was a victory Zainab could claim.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Across the lavish spread of olive-oil drizzled labneh, wedges of white cheese dusted with za’atar, platters of dates and figs alongside buttered toast, marmalade, and soft-boiled eggs, Zainab slid the letter toward Bridget. Her mother played dumb.

			“What does it say?” Bridget said, a half-eaten piece of toast in her hand. “I can’t read without my glasses Bulbul . . .”

			“It’s about auctioning off Baba’s work! Let me read it to you: ‘Given the success we’ve had with your father’s sculpture in 2007, we feel we are well-placed to find the right home for his paintings.’ Surely you must be aware of this?”

			

			Bridget unravelled into a mess of stammers and aborted sentences. “You and your sister . . . all this fighting . . . leave me out of it! I don’t . . . what did I do to cause these problems between you?” 

			They heard the jangling of keys as the front door opened.

			“I’m back,” Mediha called out from the living room. “Where is everyone?”

			Ishtar caught Zainab’s eye and motioned to the Sotheby’s letter, which she quickly stuffed in her bag. Seconds later, Mediha walked into the kitchen, to which Bridget responded with a loud, rolling burp. Mediha winced, as if physically pained by the sound.

			“What a lovely welcome.” Mediha turned to the breakfast spread, studying the food on the table with disapproval. Her eyes landed on the marmalade. “I hope you’re not letting her eat sugar.” 

			Zainab stood up. “Have a seat Mediha, we prepared this for you.”

			“Is that why you’re all nearly done?” Mediha dropped her handbag on the kitchen counter. “I’ll just have some tea, I’m fasting.”

			An uneasy silence descended. Zainab began to put away the spread while Mediha prepared a thermos of tea.

			“Why is everyone so quiet?” Mediha leaned back on the counter. She was wearing weather-beaten hiking trousers tucked into thick socks. Her stringy auburn hair was scraped into a ponytail, her face scrubbed bare of any make-up. “Catch me up on the news.”

			“Zainab’s a multi-millionaire,” Ishtar said as she rinsed a plate in the sink.

			Zainab turned towards Mediha, mining her sister’s face for a flicker of surprise or envy, even amusement. But apart from a subtle tightening around her mouth, her expression was impossible to decipher. 

			“Inheritance?”

			“Yes.”

			

			“Congratulations,” she responded cooly. “What do you plan to do with it?”

			“At the very least, I want to set Nizar up so he doesn’t have to do any more war reporting.” His close call in Baghdad had terrified her. “I don’t want him traveling to dangerous places anymore.” 

			“And what’s the alternative?” Ishtar asked. “To just look away while people suffer?”

			“Yes,” Zainab snapped, still irritated that Ishtar had revealed her news. “Exactly that.”

			“Oh, Zainab,” Mediha said, pushing herself off the counter. “It’s so Iraqi of you to think that if you just turn a blind eye, you can brush everything under the surface.”

			“What does that mean?”

			Mediha didn’t explain. Instead, she grabbed her thermos of tea and turned to the others. “Let me unpack and do some gardening, and we can catch up properly over lunch.”

			Later, as Mediha tended the vegetable patch, Zainab told her of the plan to find the family’s lost artworks. Mediha was silent as Zainab spoke, her fingers working deep into the soil. 

			“It’s an interesting idea,” she said, squinting with the sun in her face. “But the Gulf, really? Wouldn’t this be better handled by a European institution?”

			“What’s wrong with the Gulf?”

			“I just wouldn’t trust them to handle the works.”

			“I disagree, but what do you think about the plan itself?”

			Mediha stood up and wiped her hands on her hiking trousers. “I mean, sure. It’s your project Zainab. I wouldn’t want to interfere.”

			Zainab’s gaze drifted past Mediha to the far edge of the vegetable patch, where a pumpkin lay sunken in the dirt, its blackening flesh furred with mould. She wondered how long it had been rotting, and why no one had noticed.

			 

			* * *

			 

			

			Zainab woke the following morning to the soft murmur of the television in the next room. She got out of bed and put on her sweater. It was colder today, the view outside enveloped within a comforting grey fog. 

			They were all in the living room. On the television, bulldozers tore through the borders of Syria and Iraq. Iraqi flags were brought down, replaced by the black banners of the Caliphate. The end of Sykes-Picot, a journalist declared, parroting the militants’ words.

			For a long time no one spoke. Finally, Mediha said, “They want to erase hundreds of years of history. As if Iraq never existed.”

			Ishtar reached for the remote and turned off the screen. She looked up at Mediha, who was perched beside her on the edge of the sofa.

			“Where did you get the money for the renovations?”

			Mediha blinked. “What do you mean?”

			“Surely your salary as a lecturer—” 

			“Senior lecturer, but go on . . .”

			“Who paid for the renovations?”

			Mediha placed her cup of tea on the side table with exaggerated care. “That’s a bit of a loaded question.”

			“It’s an important question,” Zainab said, remaining at a safe distance by the door to her mother’s studio.

			Mediha stood up and began to collect the empty mugs around them. “I sold some of my own paintings. The collection I exhibited a few years ago, the one I invited you to, Ishtar, but you were too busy, even though it was just a few stops from your place in London—”

			Ishtar threw her hands in the air. “Here we go!”

			“As it turns out, my art isn’t half bad,” Mediha continued, heading towards the kitchen door. “If there’s one good thing that has come out of the war, it’s the interest in Iraqi art . . .”

			“You could have asked me for help,” Zainab said.

			Mediha turned around. “Are you saying my art isn’t good?”

			“I’m saying I would have chipped in more.”

			

			“We wouldn’t want to perpetuate old patterns now, would we?” Mediha turned back towards the kitchen. “Now, if your curiosity has been adequately satiated, I’m going to do the dishes and then finish up some work.”

			While Mediha worked in her bedroom, Zainab and Ishtar busied themselves with building a fire. Bridget looked on in silence as Ishtar brought some chopped wood from the shed, and Zainab found a box of matches in the kitchen. The news coming out of Iraq had added an unexpected urgency to her plan. She had hoped that by telling Mediha about her idea for the exhibition she would rattle her enough to confess. But her sister had remained tight-lipped. The only way to get to the truth of the matter, she realised, was to address the issue head on.

			The living room had warmed up nicely by the time Mediha emerged from the bedroom, laptop in hand, her face hardened like a fist.

			“Mediha,” Zainab began. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”

			“You’ve got a bone to pick with me?” Mediha’s tone was so ferocious, so unexpected, that the confrontation Zainab had spent the last two hours preparing fell apart. “What did my list say about sugar? I was so clear. No sugar. No sugar. And what did you do?”

			“We didn’t—”

			“I just saw the fucking cookie on Facebook.”

			Mediha shoved her laptop in Zainab’s face.

			Ishtar peered over her shoulder. “You seriously uploaded it on Facebook?”

			“If you’re going to lie, Zainab, at least don’t be dumb enough to post a photo on social media. You come here and exhaust her and mess up her schedule—”

			“I’m standing right here—”

			“—and then you leave, and I have to deal with the consequences. Are you trying to kill her?” Mediha pointed her finger at them. “Is that your plan?” 

			“You’re a horrible woman,” Zainab said, pulling on her coat. 

			

			“Following rules makes me horrible? Keeping our mother alive makes me—”

			“A truly horrible woman. With an ugly soul.”

			“Ugly? You called me ugly—” 

			“I said your soul was ugly—”

			“Did you hear that, Mum? She called me ugly!”

			“You know what, Mediha?” Zainab turned around and walked back towards her. “You are ugly. And a thief too. I saw the letter from Sotheby’s.”

			Mediha’s eyes narrowed.

			“I feel so stupid,” Zainab said, her voice quivering. “Here I am trying to do something good with what I’ve got, to restore Baba’s legacy—”

			“Again with the bloody legacy!” Ishtar exclaimed. “What motivates you in all of this, really?”

			Zainab turned to her older sister. “Don’t you care about Baba’s work?” 

			“The entire country has been annihilated, Zainab This isn’t about some altruistic desire, this is about your image. You’re so consumed by appearances—” 

			“By what people think of you—” Mediha jumped in. 

			“—and this kind of thing just pushes you up a notch on some imagined social hierarchy. You’re not much better, Mediha,” Ishtar quipped, casually tossing a grenade in the other direction. “I’ve read your artist bio, piggybacking off Baba’s success: ‘daughter of renowned artist Haydar Mathloum’—”

			“Can you all, please, calm down,” Bridget called out from the sofa, though her voice seemed miles away.

			“You think you’re so much better than us, Ishtar,” Zainab snapped. “But what have you done except live off my hard work?”

			Ishtar laughed. “The hard work of prostituting yourself to a rich Gulfie and waiting for him to die . . .” 

			Bridget slammed her hand on the coffee table. “That’s enough!”

			Zainab turned to her mother. “Now you’re stepping in? Does it take them to say something so . . . vulgar for you to finally intervene?”

			“Bulbul, calm down.” Bridget stood up and walked towards them. “You’re over-reacting.”

			“But she’s selling the family paintings! Unless . . .” Zainab paused. “You knew about this too?”

			The three sisters looked at their mother, waiting for her to explain. To take responsibility for the oatmeal cookies, the cigarettes, the paintings. The silence between them stretched like a tear across the room. Finally, Bridget burst into tears.

			“Why is this happening?” She covered her face in her hands. “What have I done as a mother to make you treat each other like this? Is this my fault?”

			“Yes!” Zainab screamed, opening the front door and stepping out into the rain. “Everything, all of this, is your fault!”
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