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Translator’s Foreword

by eduardo delatorre

Seen wants a daughter.

Seen wants a son.

Seen represents an unknown, not because it cannot be deciphered, but because it could be any woman.

Seen could be that woman who desires a husband as a life companion.

Seen could be that woman who would not mind reaching an agreement as long as she can hold in her arms a product of her own being.

Seen can be all women and at the same time none.

It is the longing to be a woman.

The longing to be a mother.

She could be a woman surrounded by luxuries and comforts proper to the place where she was born, but in the end, alone and empty for not having a being that comes from her womb.

The unknown of the equation cannot be solved and simply becomes a value that could be a whole.

The infinite, emptiness; all and none in the same place.

Trapped in a culture where love could arise after an arrangement or agreement.

But in the end, not even the best of agreements is enough.

Only the sensation of feeling the child of her womb remains.

That one who resembles her and at the same time resembles him.

Defenseless, tender; just a little human being.

Before knowing whether it will be a boy or a girl, another unknown arises: will this baby be a new Seen who must carry all the implications of being a woman, or will it be the one who leaves, never to return again.

The one who goes away, the one who is distant even while being present.

Seen can be everyone, every woman, a few, and many.

But even though Seen in itself represents everything,

Seen feels inside her that she is nothing.

He is leaving…

A lover is only exposed at the moment of departure.

— Abu Nuwas

You are free… Take care of yourself and of Muhammad, and do not worry about me. I will keep my promise.

I stared at the phone screen for long seconds, trying to comprehend what had happened. He caught me off guard, as if he had been counting the days. On the second anniversary of our marriage, he left my life just as he had entered it—according to the agreement.

My fingers would not obey me to write him a reply, and my words were lost. Tears blurred my vision and the screen was no longer clear. Why this reaction, and why this feeling that now overwhelms me? I, who spared no effort to show him that I could not stand his presence in my house once I had obtained what I wanted. I, who became angry when he expressed the desire to amend the terms of the agreement.

My last and most important condition had been that he remains until the child came, and then he would become free. He agreed to all the conditions he later modified according to his mood, but he refused the final one.

“I will stay for two years; you will remain my wife for two years—whether you obtain the child or not. Two years, and then I will leave.”

If the child had not come within those two years, would I have begged him to stay so that we might try again? For I cannot imagine myself undergoing that humiliating experience with another man. Or would I have achieved my aim and succeeded in fulfilling my dream?

There is no room for questions now, no time for any of this. It is enough that he agreed to take part in this play that we are about to stage before everyone—and before ourselves.


You will not object to anything, Seen[1]. You are not in a position that allows you to object to anything. Think carefully before you take any action you might regret. He may retract his decision if you object to his condition. Do you have the strength to sacrifice everything and lose what you are about to achieve? Your stubbornness will deprive you of your desire, of reaching the end of the dream you are so close to achieving—seeing it before you as a reality embodied in a little child who fills your life.


No, no—there will be no stubbornness. What I want will happen. I will become a mother, live the experience of motherhood, and know all its feelings. I will finally be able to give a mother’s tenderness to a child who grew in my own womb—a child I know is a part of me, my whole heart.


I will see my heart before me—my little child who will grow, crawl, and walk before my eyes. I will know the meaning of the second part of the “adornment of worldly life,”[2] the one I thought I would never know.


Of course I will not object. I will have the child; I will obtain what I want from him and become a mother. Let him stay for two years—it is no problem. I will get what I want, and afterward I will not be forced to give him anything.

Only two years, and then my child and I will live alone. I will raise him by myself, watch him grow before me, and forget my loneliness and all its years. The idea of growing old alone will no longer frighten me—that feeling of disappointment that accompanies my inability to find a suitable husband with whom to build a family, even if only a temporary one, will cease to exist.

I will have the child just as I planned and desired, and everything will change to become in my favor—for my happiness and for the child I will bear.

That happiness of mine was like a thin thread stretched out over two years; I took care to keep it straight and strong. I did not allow it to slacken and become tangled, nor to be pulled so tight that it would snap. Unconsciously, my unease at his presence and my discomfort at his nearness must have shown. I would promise myself that I would be gentle and kind with him. I would say to myself: Today I will smile when he comes. I will open some topic and we will talk. I will ask him about his work, and perhaps I will suggest that we go out for dinner like any newly married couple.


I remember what Fatima said about the restaurant she and her husband had tried, how its atmosphere had been romantic and quiet, and the food delicious. I smile when she says “romantic,” and I envy her, because even after all those long years of marriage she is still living beautiful feelings with her husband. I picture her wearing bright colors and staining her hands with henna[3]. She says that he loves henna, and that he himself takes her to the salon whenever the henna designs have faded from her hands. Happily, she tells me these things, then prays that I may have a good husband like hers.


Then I tell myself that Fatima and her husband learned life together. She was an adolescent, and he was an adolescent like her. They lived abroad together and built their family far from interference by either side of the family. That is why, I think, their life was calm and free of problems. Fatima is peaceable in any case; she does not like arguments, and she was always one who followed. In childhood she followed me, then her friends at school, and later she became one who followed her husband, who made her the lady of his house and his companion in exile abroad.

Many men left their wives with their families and chose to remain abroad, alone or with their friends—especially when the children entered school and their education came to be in mixed schools that taught neither Islamic education nor the Arabic language. So they would send the wife and children back, while they themselves remained there, coming only during the few holidays, then returning with longing to their own private world. Abu Hamad was different.

He kept Fatima with him until he obtained his master’s degree, and she was happy to meet his needs and content simply to be near him.

As for me, I found meeting his needs—and even adorning myself for his sake—burdensome things. But I did them, because I know my duties and keep to them. I put on a cheerful color, spray on an attractive perfume, comb my hair, and leave it hanging loose. The cramping pain that wrings my intestines returns to me whenever the time of his arrival draws near. I hear the engine of his car, and the car door slamming shut; then I count his thirteen steps, and he opens the door. He comes in with his stern, sharp features, offers his greeting in a way that strikes me as cold, and I return his greeting while forcing myself to smile.

He seems distracted. He pays no attention to the dress, nor to my hair. He leaves me and heads for the bedroom. He changes his clothes and washes, then comes back without looking toward me. He avoids looking at me. Perhaps his mind is occupied with something. I think of asking him whether he is all right, but my tongue knots. I take the plate from in front of him and serve him his food. By now I know the quantity he eats and the dishes he likes, and I ask the maid to prepare them or else order them from outside. I know that he does not combine fish with laban (fermented milk / yogurt drink), and that he likes laban rāʾib (soured/curdled laban) with chicken. I always make sure there is laban in the house, because if he has eaten fish for lunch, he will have laban for supper.

He eats in silence, and does not look at me. He finishes his food and sits on the sofa, flipping through the television channels. I busy myself clearing the dishes and helping the maid clean the table. I wonder what the reason is for his displeasure—perhaps something at work, or something to do with his family, or perhaps he has begun to grow weary of staying with me. I regret putting on the dress, applying the perfume, and the minutes I wasted arranging my hair—for his sake.

Today, the thread of my illusory happiness was cut; my happiness faded when his message reached me and I was unable to reply to it. What will I say? Should I thank him while pretending to be happy, and show him that I am pleased with his departure, and write a long message thanking him in which I tell him, “you have done enough and fulfilled your part,” and that you filled my life—which had been empty and desolate—with your presence over the past two years, despite the rigidity of your attractive features and my conflicting attempts to break that rigidity, followed by my quick regret over my incomprehensible attempts?

I am very grateful for your generosity; grateful because you were a noble benefactor. You did not exhaust me, nor did you violate the terms of my contract with you. You shared with me the leading role in that series whose episodes exceeded seven hundred episodes daily, which we performed professionally before your family and mine, until I myself, on some occasions, almost came to believe that we were happy—that you and I and our child were a small, happy family.

Thank you for giving me rest, and for finding rest yourself; there is no reason to pretend anything anymore. The play has ended, and the curtain has fallen.

Love is beautiful when we live it with another, and deadly when we think about it alone.

— Mayada Kiyali

Everyone thought I was joking, but these matters are no joke, and by nature I do not like joking. I used to, in the past—I used to before I realized that I had grown out of everything, even out of joking. But it seems that from hearing this exclamatory sentence so often: “You must be joking!” I came to believe that I was joking. It is not a joke. I am thirty-eight years old, and no one has knocked on our door—the door of the house in which I now live alone—asking for my hand.

Where does the fault lie? Of course, it is not in all the men I deal with, nor in my distant relatives whom I meet at occasions and holidays; the fault, without a doubt, lies in me. It is said: everything that happens to a person, they are responsible for it. And I am responsible for the situation I live in, no matter how much I try to deny that.

A repeated story we hear in many homes, in many societies. Loneliness—the loneliness of girls and women who miss the train while refusing to leave the station and forget about traveling. They cling to hope: the train will return, it will return, it must return—ignoring the fact that trains, at the station of life, when they depart, do not return in the same state or under the same circumstances, and that the suitcases they filled with hope, wishes, and dreams of a stable and happy life, and a husband with a kind and gentle heart, and beautiful children at the peak of their youth, are often torn apart; those wishes and dreams scatter, heading toward girls who are younger, more open, and more eager for life.

And the station closes its doors and no longer receives trains that could carry those dreaming spinsters.

I hate to refer to it with the word “spinsterhood.” My loneliness is a vague word, lighter in weight despite its harshness, but it suits me. When I say I am alone, I mean—beyond the fact that I share my life only with myself in a large house, and that my family consists of a sister, a half-brother, and a few relatives I can count on my fingers, whose news I do not know and whom I only meet on rare occasions—I mean, when I say I am alone, that I am thirty-eight, that I am a spinster, that I am unwanted, that I am incomplete, that no man has touched me, and that I have not embraced a child I carried in my womb.

And when I say that I feel lonely, this means that my spinsterhood is chasing me, that my failure to find a husband is suffocating me, that I am despairing, and that all my feelings have been reduced to one single feeling that has been pursuing me since I turned thirty—that is, for eight years. I will say it despite my hatred for it: I am a spinster, and alone.

Niki, the new Asian beautician at the salon I frequent, is twenty-three years old. She wears a beautiful ring. She smiled when I initiated the question: “Did you get engaged recently?”

She was stealing glances at her phone, anticipating a message or a call from her fiancé.

“Yes,” she said, “a week ago.”
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