
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      
      
      Also by Leila Aboulela

      
      Minaret

      
      The Translator

	  Coloured Lights (stories)

      
         





      Leila Aboulela was born in Cairo and grew up in Khartoum. Both her previous novels, The Translator and Minaret, were longlisted for The Orange Prize and IMPAC Award. Her work has won the Caine Prize for African Writing, has been shortlisted

         for the Saltire Society Scottish First Book Award and the MacMillan Silver Pen Award, and has been adapted extensively for

         BBC Radio. She lives between Doha and Aberdeen.

      


   




      
      
      For my father, Fuad Mustafa Aboulela (1928–2008)
in tribute to his love for his family.

      
      And in memory of his cousin Hassan Awad Aboulela (1922–1962),
whom he spoke of often.

      
      May Allah Almighty grant them mercy.
      

      




      
      
      Principal Characters

      
      Mahmoud Abuzeid (head of the Abuzeid family, married to two women)

	  1.  Hajjah Waheeba, mother to his two elder sons, Nassir and Nur

      
      2.  Nabilah, his young Egyptian wife, mother to Ferial, his daughter, and Farouk, his youngest son. Nabilah’s mother Qadriyyah and her stepfather Mohsin live in Cairo.
      

      
      Idris Abuzeid (Mahmoud’s younger brother, a widower with three daughters)
      

      
      Halima

      
      Fatma (married to her cousin Nassir) has two children, a daughter, Zeinab, and a son
      

      
      Soraya (betrothed to her cousin Nur).
      

      
      Ustaz Badr, an Egyptian, a teacher of Arabic and private tutor to the Abuzeids. He is married to Hanniyah, they have four young sons – Osama, Bilal, Radwan and Ali

      
      Shukry, Ustaz Badr’s cousin.
      

      
      
      [image: image]

      




      
      
      I

      
      
      Alhamdullilah, he was safe and the worst was over. Thank God, he was better today compared to yesterday – that was what everyone
         around her was saying, but Soraya was impatient. It was not enough that her beloved Uncle Mahmoud was recovering his appetite
         or talking to visitors about how the Korean War was likely to increase the price of cotton. Soraya wanted him as he was before,
         not weak and bedridden; she wanted him to be on his feet again, smiling and striding. Then they would slaughter sheep, or
         even a bull, to give thanks to his recovery, and beggars would crowd in through the gates of the saraya for their portion
         of cooked meat and bread. After that she would go back to school.
      

      
      Soraya had been skipping school ever since the head of the family was taken ill; at a time like this she could not stay away.
         This evening, too, visitors were flowing in and out. Many of them had been before, and many would stay for supper. Today,
         Fatma and Nassir had come especially from Medani. It was Nassir’s duty to be by his father’s bedside; indeed, it was embarrassing
         that he had not come earlier. Soraya was delighted to see her older sister. They now sat on the steps of the garden, away
         from everyone else. Soon they would have to go and help prepare the supper trays for the men, but for now they could dawdle.
         The garden in front of them was shadowy and lush, and the warm air carried the repetitive croaking of frogs and the scents
         of jasmine and dust. Soraya glanced up and imagined that in the blur of stars and clouds there was the star she was named
         after; pretty, brilliant and poetic.
      

      
      She turned to look at her sister, to gauge her mood. She wanted Fatma to be easy and generous when Nur came along. He would
         seek Soraya out as he always did, and tonight she wanted Fatma to be lax as a chaperone, neither serious nor grown-up. Soraya could remember when Fatma was unmarried and the
         two of them went to Sisters’ School every day with the driver, crossing the Umdurman Bridge, passing by the Palace, then turning
         right at the church. She remembered Fatma in her senior uniform, neat and vivacious, spluttering with laughter, screeching
         with her friends, her thin hair tightly held down with pins of different colours. She also remembered Fatma crying when she
         had to leave school, and how Sister Josephine had visited them at home to try and stop the wedding.
      

      
      Fatma said, ‘We shouldn’t be here; we should be back there with my aunt frying the fish.’ But she did not move to get up.

      
      ‘You’re a guest. No one will expect you to help.’

      
      ‘Since when have I become a guest? In 1950 alone I came three times and each time I stayed over a month.’ She had taken offence.

      
      Soraya tried to sound apologetic. ‘Everyone knows you must be tired after your journey from Medani. You can help out tomorrow.’

      
      They were silent for a while, then Fatma said, ‘Has anyone been talking about me? About me and Nassir?’

      
      ‘What about?’

      
      ‘About us taking so long to get here. We should have been here days ago.’

      
      ‘Well, why weren’t you? The day Uncle Mahmoud fainted and the doctor came and said it was a diabetic coma – that was last
         Tuesday!’ Her voice carried the edge of accusation and her older sister folded her arms defensively.
      

      
      ‘So I’m right, everyone has been talking about us.’

      
      ‘Well, they were wondering.’

      
      ‘You know what Nassir is like. He wakes up at noon and everything is an effort for him. He dithered and dithered: tomorrow
         we will travel to Umdurman, tomorrow we will leave. He couldn’t decide. He had to do this first, he had to do that. Should
         we bring the children or leave them behind …’ She lowered her voice. ‘We had no idea how long we would need to be here. We could be stuck here if Uncle Mahmoud gets worse, and then what? So he hesitated
         and the days passed.’ She sighed and then said more sharply, ‘If I had left him and came alone, which I could have done, it
         would have looked even worse!’
      

      
      Soraya regretted this turn in the conversation. She did not want Fatma to be sullen and grumpy when Nur came. So now she said,
         ‘At least you’re here now. Stay as long as you can even when Uncle Mahmoud gets better – don’t leave.’
      

      
      Fatma smiled. It was a sad smile. Soraya felt lucky she was not marrying a lazy, useless man like Nassir. It was said that
         he was an alcoholic and that people cheated him, that they borrowed from him and never paid him back. It was sometimes hard
         to believe that he was the son of Uncle Mahmoud, and Nur’s older brother.
      

      
      Fatma said, ‘At first I used to think that Nassir would change, but now I am just glad that we are away in Medani. If he were
         here, Uncle Mahmoud would be critical of him and make his life miserable. And Hajjah Waheeba has such a sharp tongue!’
      

      
      ‘Well, maybe this is what he deserves.’

      
      ‘But I don’t want that for him! Maybe it’s because he’s my cousin that I feel soft towards him, but no matter how many faults
         he has, I don’t want anyone to rebuke him, even his father and mother.’
      

      
      It was as if Fatma had said something profound and strange, because they both went quiet. It occurred to Soraya that Fatma
         had fallen in love with her husband. The idea was startling and disgusting. She could remember Fatma weeping because she had
         to leave school. She had seen her sleepwalk, passive and cool, into this marriage, and now she had become so protective of
         Nassir.
      

      
      Soraya stood up, straightened her tobe around her and strained to look at the direction of the gate to see if Nur was coming.

      
      She said, ‘I am the same age as you were when you left school and got married.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Soraya. When Sister Josephine came that day, Father promised her he would let you finish school.’

      
      
      Would a promise given by the Abuzeid family to a headmistress be binding? But still, though she was a woman she was European,
         an Italian nun.
      

      
      Soraya said, with a mischievous smile, ‘But I did get a proposal of marriage.’

      
      Fatma shrieked, ‘And no one told me! I cannot believe it. It is as if Medani is at the end of the world, the way you people
         have forgotten me!’
      

      
      This lively Fatma was the Fatma of long ago, the real young Fatma. Soraya laughed and put her arms around her sister.

      
      ‘How can we forget you? How can I forget you? Don’t you know how much I miss you?’
      

      
      ‘You never visit me.’ The reproach in her voice was sweet, without anger. She wanted reassurance, reassurance that marriage
         and distance had not changed anything between them.
      

      
      Soraya understood this and her voice was loving, ‘Because it’s better for you to come here. You enjoy yourself, and there
         are more of us here.’
      

      
      Every time Fatma was due to give birth, she came from Medani and stayed with their elder sister, Halima. In her first pregnancy,
         when her morning sickness was severe, she had stayed in Umdurman from her second month until forty days after giving birth.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, anyway,’ Fatma was impatient, ‘tell me about this prospective bridegroom. He can’t be from the family.’

      
      Soraya smiled. ‘You’re right. His father is a friend of Uncle Mahmoud. His mother came and spoke to Halima. She said that
         her son is going away to study in London and then he wants to be an ambassador. When we get independence, he will be one of
         the first ambassadors of Sudan abroad. As if I want to travel!’
      

      
      ‘You do, Soraya, you do.’

      
      She did. Geography was a favourite subject. She gazed at maps and dreamt of the freshness and adventure of new cities. She
         loved travelling to Egypt, and how she didn’t have to wear a tobe in Cairo. She wore modern dresses and skirts and so did Fatma, and they went shopping in the evenings for sandals.
      

      
      ‘You would make a good ambassador’s wife,’ Fatma said slowly, looking into a future, a possibility.

      
      ‘Well, I have other commitments,’ Soraya whispered as coquettishly as she could, making herself sound like an actress in a
         film.
      

      
      Fatma laughed. ‘What did Halima say to the mother of our future ambassador? How did she reject the proposal without offending
         her?’
      

      
      ‘Guess!’

      
      ‘She told her: “Soraya has already been spoken for by her cousin Nur”.’

      
      Fatma said the most beautiful words in a normal voice, without a smile. All the joy was her younger sister’s and the anticipation
         that, within a few minutes, he would be here, sitting by her side under the stars.
      

      
      Motherless child, too young to remember maternal love and milky warmth, too young to remember the anguish and strangeness
         of death … Fatma remembered and told Soraya, made a mother myth for her. Halima, the eldest, put herself in the role of
         a mother to the two of them. Fatma resisted at first and was often awkward, but Soraya was docile. She was the pampered baby,
         loved, as Halima later told her, because while the women wailed over their mother’s deathbed, she stood with a bit of hard
         bread in her hand, nappy sagging, her hair unkempt and her eyes innocent and wide. Over the years Soraya heard the story of
         their mother’s premature death from an asthma attack over and over again. In her mind she saw their house burning with grief
         and loss while she, little and soft, toddled unscorched, like an angel passing through Hell.
      

      
      A mother is a home, a hearth, a getting together. A wife is company and pleasurable details; expenditure and social contacts.
         Soraya’s father, Idris Abuzeid, the younger brother of Mahmoud, quickly reverted to being a bachelor again. He was the agricultural expert, more comfortable in the countryside than in town. He was also responsible for the financial accounts
         of the family, a behind-the-scenes position that suited his reserved, untalkative personality. Unlike his flamboyant, visionary
         brother, Idris counted the pennies, knowing they would become pounds, which he valued not because of what they could purchase
         – he was austere by nature – but because the piling up, the stacking, the solidity of wealth, was in itself satisfying. He
         never allowed a tenant to get away with a late payment or a debtor to default. He disliked the English, not because they had
         invaded his country, but because of the effort required to understand their different language and customs. At the same time,
         he was in no hurry for them to leave, for he admired them, most of the time, not for the modernity they were establishing
         but for the business opportunities they brought with them. Prudent, some would say miserly, Idris calculated the cost of remarrying
         and decided to remain a widower. Sore? A little, like any man in his situation. Often lonely, too, but a good wife was expensive
         and, though he was a difficult, heavy-handed father, he did not want to saddle his daughters with half-brothers and half-sisters.
      

      
      The result was a dry and hollow home, a house Soraya did not particularly like to spend time in. She became a nomad. At every
         family occasion: wedding, birth, illness or funeral she would pack up and move to where the company was. No Abuzeid family
         gathering was complete without her. She spent so much time at Halima’s teeming, noisy house that her children grew jealous.
      

      
      Her eldest son once pushed Soraya and said, ‘You are not my sister. Get out of our house!’

      
      Soraya did not cry. She pushed him back, strong in the knowledge that Halima would always take her side. Motherless child
         – but loved even more for it. A princess with glowing skin and beautiful features; that smile and liveliness which made her
         popular at school; the bubbling generosity that made her give time, energy and gifts to others. But no, she was not silly
         like Fatma, who let them snatch her out of school and into the arms of the no-good Nassir, to be banished to Medani. How I would have escaped marrying Nassir, had I been Fatma, Soraya wrote in her diary, a present from her friend Nancy. She wrote in English, so that if anyone opened it they would
         not understand.
      

      
      One. I would have insisted on finishing school and persuaded Sister Josephine to come home and speak to Father long before
            the engagement was made public and it was too late for him to back out.

      
      Two. I would have refused to leave Father, Halima and the whole of Umdurman. I would have turned down Nassir on account of
            his work being so far away.

      
      Three. I would have spoken to Nassir himself and told him I did not want him and challenged him that a gentleman would not
            marry a girl against her will. But is he a gentleman?

      
      Four. I would have threatened to commit suicide.

      
      Writing that last sentence conjured up anger and a deep sense of injustice. Number one and number two were her best option.
         Sister Josephine before, not after, an engagement announcement. But would she, on her own, have thought of Sister Josephine?
      

      
      Sister Josephine, now in her late forties, lean and energetic, was formidable in her white habit, white clothes and black
         flat shoes. Wisps of auburn hair sometimes drifted from her habit, blowing away the rumour that all nuns were bald. When she
         had unexpectedly visited their house, Halima did not know where to seat her. A European woman requesting to meet their father?
         Should she be seated in the women’s quarters or in the men’s salon? Halima decided to treat her like an honorary man and that
         was the right thing to do, as everyone confirmed later.
      

      
      Sister Josephine did not smile at Idris, but she had a soft spot for Muslim girls with rich fathers. Fatma and Soraya were
         easy to teach, and the generous donations made by the Abuzeid family to the school were essential for the nuns to pursue their
         mission of providing free education to the poorest of the Catholic community. On learning that Fatma had been pulled out of
         school to get married, Sister Josephine had taken the Bishop’s Ford Anglia and crossed the bridge to Umdurman. Despite the dramatic nature of that visit – she rarely left the convent and
         school grounds, and it was not easy to get the Bishop’s car at such short notice – she was unable to save her student. Yet
         her strident, pleading voice, her protest, her confidence that she was right (which increased Fatma’s misery) left a deep
         mark on Halima, Soraya and the other young girls in the neighbourhood. Halima, who had never been to school at all, vowed
         that her daughters would continue. Even Idris, ruffled and flattered by this visit, reluctantly and solemnly promised that
         Fatma would be the last girl in the Abuzeid family to drop out of school and get married. Soraya could safely, and with relish,
         complete her school education. She could, every day except Friday and Sunday, wear her beloved uniform, which suited her so
         well. She could write and make her handwriting beautiful, and she could look down to look at her book, and up to look at the
         board.
      

      
      Although biology and chemistry were her favourite subjects, Soraya loved reading romantic novels in which the heroine was
         beautiful and high-spirited. She relished drama and action. Halima thought it insular to shut off the world and read.
      

      
      ‘It’s as if you are telling people you don’t want to chat to them,’ she said.

      
      Idris shouted at her the day he saw her bent over his newspaper. He snatched it out of her hands, because newspapers were
         written for men. Her late mother had never read the newspaper; she was illiterate. Halima, who could read a little, never
         did and Fatma’s favourite subject at school had been maths. But for Soraya, words on a page were seductive, free, inviting
         everyone, without distinction. She could not help it when she found words written down, taking them in, following them as
         if they were moving and she was in a trance, tagging along. A book was something to hide, the thick enchantment of it, the
         shame, almost. When everyone was asleep, she would creep indoors, into stifling, badly lit rooms, with cockroaches clicking,
         to open a book at a page she had marked and step into its pulsating pool of words.
      

      
      
      Books were scarce and precious. Nur lent her books, English novels he bought from Alexandria and Cairo. He would talk about
         a book for so long that she would know the whole story before even starting to read it. She had never read an English novel
         that he hadn’t previously read. He was her introduction, and it delighted her that he always remembered her. True, she could
         not read Shakespeare like him, for he went to the prestigious Victoria College in Alexandria, and in Sisters’ School the Italian
         nuns did not teach Shakespeare, yet he would narrate to her all the plays, his enthusiasm infectious and appealing. Arabic
         novels were not much easier to get hold of. The colourful covers with heavy-featured, buxom women were enough provocation
         for the nuns, so that a great deal of stealth was needed to pass a novel from one girl to another. Soraya relished the times
         she visited Uncle Mahmoud’s second wife, Nabilah, because of the shelf of books in her living room.
      

      
      An Egyptian city lady, Nabilah was everything that Soraya considered modern. Nabilah’s elegant clothes were modelled on the
         latest European fashions, and the way she held herself was like a cinema star, with her sweeping hair and formal manners.
         Soraya cherished childhood memories of Nabilah and Mahmoud’s wedding in Cairo, the first and only white wedding she had ever
         attended. Whenever she visited Nabilah, she would pour over the wedding album or stare at the framed wedding photographs hanging
         on the wall. When the time came for her and Nur to get married, they would have the first white wedding evening Umdurman had
         ever seen. This was her dream, and it came alive and thickened in Nabilah’s rooms, which were filled with flowers and ornaments,
         a gramophone and, even more delicious, books and magazines.
      

      
      Once, Soraya had entered Nabilah’s sitting room to find her walking straight and slow, with a big book balanced on the top
         of the head. Startled by Soraya’s presence, the book fell with a thud on the floor and Nabilah refused to explain why she
         had been doing such an odd thing, even though Soraya asked her. Another time, she had walked in to find her reading to her daughter, both their heads bowed over a children’s book. A surge of jealousy
         filled Soraya, flushing through her like fever. It was a sight she had never seen before, remarkably foreign and modern, something
         she wanted there and then with a deep, sick hunger.
      

      
      The motherless child wanted Nabilah to befriend her and patronise her like everyone else did. Instead, that second wife, that
         other woman, was aloof and unwelcoming. Soraya, to some extent proud and sensitive, could be thick-skinned when it suited
         her.
      

      
      ‘Can I take this novel?’ she would ask, already drawing it to her chest.

      
      Nabilah would pause and a blush would touch her cheeks, but before she could reply, Soraya would be heading to the door, pretending
         that permission had been granted. She would clutch the precious, lovely work and dart through the door.
      

      
      A month ago, during chemistry, which Sister Josephine taught, Soraya’s eyes had looked at the board and seen a blur of white
         chalk. Straining made her eyes water, and by the end of the lesson she was sniffing into a handkerchief.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you need spectacles,’ Sister Josephine said casually, even though only two girls in the whole school wore spectacles
         and they were both ugly. ‘Ask your father to take you to the doctor for an examination.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to wear spectacles, Sister.’

      
      ‘Your eyesight will get worse and worse and then you will not be able to read at all!’

      
      This alarmed Soraya. She brooded on the matter, squinted and tested her vision on faraway objects. She developed a fear of
         blindness. ‘Ask your father to take you to the doctor for an examination.’ But her father did not talk to her; most of the time he did not look at her, and to ask him for something, anything was
         preposterous. She asked Halima instead, but Halima trivialised the issue.
      

      
      ‘Spectacles will make you look ugly. It’s all that reading that’s bad for your eyes.’

      
      
      Soraya nagged like only she knew how to nag, confident that Halima would give in as she always did, and so Halima asked Idris
         for permission but he said no. No going to a doctor for an eyesight examination, no girl of mine will wear spectacles like
         a man.
      

      
      ‘So hush about it …’ Halima patted Soraya’s back when she cried ‘… or else he will rise up against school itself and
         keep you at home. Hush now.’
      

      
      The stars above were blurred and milky, but not Nur’s face. He sat next to her on the steps of the veranda, so that she was
         in the middle, with Fatma on her right. It was nice to sit like that, surrounded and held by people she loved, the two who
         were away most of the time. She knew what it felt like to miss them, had bright, clear memories of the childhood they shared
         and was confident that one day they would return to Umdurman. Eventually, Nur would finish his studies and return to join
         the family business. Eventually, Uncle Mahmoud would give up on Nassir’s agricultural efforts and recall him to Umdurman.
      

      
      ‘I have so much to tell you about the poetry reading last night,’ said Nur. ‘It was so crowded that they ran out of chairs
         and made us younger ones sit on the grass!’
      

      
      ‘You are wandering off while your father is ill,’ scolded Fatma, ‘and I am the one being criticised for arriving late from
         Medani.’
      

      
      ‘Aunty Waheeba gave her a few words,’ Soraya explained to Nur.

      
      Fatma mimicked her mother-in-law’s voice, ‘Did you and your man come from Medani on foot?’

      
      Nur laughed. ‘She is occupied these days with all the people coming and going. It would have been worse if she had all the
         time for you!’
      

      
      Fatma made a face at him and then became serious. ‘How is Uncle Mahmoud this evening?’

      
      ‘He’s fine, almost his normal self. I am expecting him any minute to tell me that I should not delay my travel any longer and that I should set off for school. The autumn term has already started.’
      

      
      Soraya tried to keep the disappointment to herself. Of course she wanted her uncle to get better, but it meant Nur would leave.
         It was nice that he had been delayed and it was exciting, too, that Fatma had come unplanned. Normal, day-to-day life could
         sometimes be boring and empty. She preferred the warmth of people around her, their voices and chatter.
      

      
      ‘Tell us about the poetry reading.’

      
      She smiled at Nur. How many times had he told her about discussion forums, poetry recitals and political lectures? He was
         her link to the outside world, that world that was not for girls.
      

      
      ‘Abdallah Muhammad Zein read his new poem. It is the strongest of his work and the most melodious. I copied it down and memorised
         it last night. I couldn’t sleep because his words were in my head. It’s the time we’re living in; everyone talking about self-determination
         and independence and then a poet says it in another way. Listen. I am Umdurman.’
      

      
      ‘Who is Umdurman?’ laughed Fatma.

      
      ‘Shush and listen.’ Soraya understood who Umdurman was.

      
      ‘I am Umdurman. I am the pearl that adorns my land. I am the one who nurtured you, and for you, my son, will ransom myself.
            I am Umdurman, the Nile watered me and sought my side. I am the one on the western bank and Gordon’s head was my dowry. I
            am Umdurman, I am this nation. I am your tongue and your oasis …’

      
      The three of them were stirred by the patriotic sentiments that the poem aroused. Even though the ties of the family to Egypt
         were strong and, politically, Uncle Mahmoud supported the union with Egypt, the younger generation carried a strong sense
         of their Sudanese belonging. Their glittering future was here, here in this southern land where the potential was as huge
         and as mysterious as the darkness of its nights.
      

      
      ‘It’s a beautiful poem,’ Soraya said.

      
      She wanted to cry because Nur had heard the words from the poet’s mouth and she hadn’t, and because exciting, transforming things would happen and she would only hear about them and not be part of them, she who wanted to be at the centre of everything.
      

      
      ‘It should become a song,’ Fatma said, ‘and then it would be easy to memorise. Even children could memorise it.’

      
      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Soraya repeated.

      
      ‘I wish I had composed it myself,’ said Nur.

      
      Soraya smiled. ‘If you had written it or someone else did, what does it matter? The important thing is that it exists.’

      
      ‘But it isn’t mine.’

      
      She remembered how, when he was younger, before going to Victoria College, he had loved to sing. He would sing at every family
         occasion, memorising poems and popular tunes, his voice sweet and hopeful. But when he sang at a wedding outside the family,
         the wrath of his elders descended upon him. He was shaming the Abuzeid family, they said, standing in front of strangers like
         a common singer; next, the audience would be tipping him! Soraya remembered him crying, when, as a consequence, his father
         punished him and forbade him from going out. She remembered his confusion and broken spirit, crying the way boys cry, with
         a lot of pain and little noise.
      

      
      She said, gently, now, ‘You will write your own poem. And it will be even better.’

      
      ‘Come on you two, let’s go,’ said Fatma, standing up.

      
      ‘Wait, I have something to give Soraya.’ He took out a bulky packet from his pocket and opened it.

      
      Fatma laughed as Soraya reached out her hand for the pair of spectacles.

      
      ‘Where did you get them from?’ Her voice was withdrawn because of Fatma’s laugh and because Nur had acknowledged the imperfection
         in her.
      

      
      ‘I had them made for you. Of course, you need to be tested yourself and you need a prescription that is especially for you
         but this will help for the time being.’ For the time being. Until they got married and she would be free of her father’s conservative
         restrictions. ‘Try them,’ Nur said.
      

      
      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Why not? Yalla!’ Fatma adjusted her tobe, impatient to leave the garden and go back to the hoash.

      
      ‘Later,’ said Soraya. ‘When I am alone I will try them on.’ She touched the thick black rims. Later, in front of a mirror,
         she would try them on.
      

      
      ‘She doesn’t want you to see her wearing them,’ said Fatma.

      
      ‘Keep quiet!’ said Soraya.

      
      ‘Soraya’s pretty,’ Nur said to Fatma. ‘The prettiest girl.’ Fatma folded her arms and raised her eyebrows. He looked at Soraya,
         who sat with her head bowed, spectacles on her lap. ‘Nothing can take away from her prettiness. And actually, the glass of
         the spectacles is going to make her eyes look even wider.’
      

      
      Soraya could not help but smile.

      
      ‘Yalla, try them.’ His voice was warm with encouragement. ‘Give them to me.’

      
      He put them on her, his fingers playfully pinching her earlobes and brushing against her hair. The new heaviness on her face
         and a grip on her nose; everything seemed a step away and yet so much clearer. On the peripheries, sideways down and up, the
         familiar fuzziness, but in the centre everything was in focus. She looked across the garden and saw the bougainvillea, the
         camphor tree and closer, on the veranda, bright and clear, the huge pots of flowers. She looked up, and the stars were distinct
         and piercing. Oh, how she had missed this clarity! She turned and looked at Nur. He had a cut on his chin from shaving but
         she knew that smile and glowing eyes; that pride in her.
      

      
      She turned to look at Fatma and asked, ‘How do I look?’

      
      ‘Ugly,’ said her sister, ‘plain ugly.’

      
      The three of them were laughing as they walked back to the hoash. They could hear Waheeba’s voice call out.

      
      ‘Nur! Nur, your teacher is here.’

      
      ‘I can smell the fish.’ Fatma started to quicken her pace. ‘She’s started frying and I’m not there to help her!’

   



      
      
      II

     
      
      Allah Almighty will say on the Day of Resurrection: O Child of Adam, I fell ill and you did not visit me …

      
      As he walked the dark narrow alleyways of Umdurman, on his way to the lighted saraya of Mahmoud Bey Abuzeid, Ustaz Badr assigned
         himself the task of reciting every verse from the Qur’an and every Hadith which pertained to the subject of illness. There
         were three benefits to this exercise. One, it refreshed his memory; two, it soothed the irritation triggered by the letter
         he had received this morning and three, it stopped his mind from wandering to the form and voice of his luscious wife, Hanniyah.
         He considered his obsessive desire for her unbecoming in a man of his profession and maturity. Their marriage was a constant
         challenge for him to maintain his dignity, as she devoted her talents – or so it seemed to him – to ruffle, tease, and provoke
         him. His ruse against himself worked, for when he reached the Qudsi Hadith that promised him that he would find his Lord in
         the company of the ill, his concentration was whole and his senses were steady to the extent that the words penetrated his
         being and tears filled his eyes.
      

      
      Badr’s eyes were large and protruding. In his spare, energetic body they looked a little out of proportion, as if they were
         a muscle overdeveloped from consistent training. And he had trained his eyes. He had trained them to read without effort,
         to suck in information, and then to act as a valve, preserving everything in his memory, keeping knowledge within and then
         letting it out at will, smoothly and professionally. Studious from an early age, he had been the only one of his brothers
         to complete secondary school and graduate from Teacher’s College. Now he was on a secondment to Sudan, to teach those less educated than himself, who needed his skills and were ready to pay
         extra money for his time. He was also being sought, more and more, to give lucrative private lessons. It was an opportunity
         to make the kind of savings he would never have made had he stayed in Upper Egypt.
      

      
      ‘Doors have opened for you in this country,’ he told himself. ‘Thank your Lord and kiss the palm and back of your hand.’

      
      Ahead was Mahmoud Bey’s mansion, with the grounds and all three storeys lit up. It was elegant because of its fine design,
         and splendid because it decorated the entrance to Umdurman, positioned in such a way as if it guarded the secrets of this
         city so close to the Nile. Five fine motor cars were lined up on the broad asphalt road coming from Khartoum. They intimidated
         Badr, and so he bypassed the main entrance. He also hesitated in front of the gate that led to Madame Nabilah’s extensive
         quarters. When he came in the afternoon to give her two young children their lessons, he usually banged on this gate, but
         tonight it was locked and this section of the saraya looked dark and unwelcoming. He therefore headed down the back alley,
         towards the gate from which he was used to entering, which was known as the women’s entrance, but was also used by intimate
         family members, tradesmen, beggars and servants.
      

      
      His clapping, his cries, ‘Ya Satir’, to announce himself so that unveiled women could either flee or cover their heads, went
         largely ignored. The wide, open-air hoash was lined with beds, little stools and tables. It was a massive kitchen, sitting
         room and bedroom in which women, servants and children cooked, slept, ate and socialised. Eyes lowered to avoid seeing anything
         forbidden, Badr waiting to be noticed.
      

      
      Hajjah Waheeba, squatting on a stool frying fish, looked at him, at first vaguely, and then started to call out, ‘Nur, son,
         your teacher is here!’
      

      
      She shifted and settled her tobe around her stout body. She was more African in features than her husband, and on each side of her cheeks ran three tribal scars, like cracks on a dry riverbed, which made her face look broader and more open. With
         her wide eyes and excellent teeth, her colourful tobe and the bangles of gold that glittered from her wrist to her elbow,
         she was attractive in spite of her age.
      

      
      ‘Nur, where are you? Someone go fetch Nur. Come in, Ustaz Badr. Welcome, come in.’

      
      The hoash, always busy, was today over-filled with visiting women. The timing, just before serving the evening meal, added
         an excitement to the gathering. Large round trays were laid out, ready to be filled and sent to the men. The delicious smell
         of sausages mixed with the tart smell of fried fish ruffled Badr. He felt awkward, even though his presence did not bother
         the women. True, they covered their heads, some of them in earnest and others reluctantly, but they continued their chatting
         or with the repetitive task of laying out the trays with appetisers: little dishes of pickles, white cheese, boiled eggs,
         and red chilli mixed with lemon juice, salt and cumin.
      

      
      ‘Come in Ustaz Badr,’ Hajjah Waheeba insisted.

      
      She was, Badr could not help thinking, the wife, or more precisely, the first wife of one of the richest men in the country,
         and yet she was content with the traditional semi-outdoors life of the hoash. His own Hanniyah had aspirations for a flat
         in a tall building, for a salon and a balcony. Why else had they left Egypt, if not to better themselves? She hated the Sudanese-style
         house they had been allocated by the school and complained about it day and night. It was something that rankled in their
         marriage.
      

      
      He was rescued by Nur, who had been his pupil before he was sent to Victoria College. They had not seen each other for some
         time, and Badr noticed the changes in the boy. He had always been taller than his teacher, but now he was lean and muscular.
         Without the fat cheeks and unsteady, adolescent bearing, Nur had become more solid, more self-conscious and formal, but the
         quick, friendly smile was still there, as were the intelligent eyes, which gave him an almost impish look. ‘My best pupil,’ Badr said and extended his hand.
      

      
      Nur hugged him in return, a spontaneous gesture, cavalier and unexpected. He smelled of perfume, a scent fresher than his
         casual clothes suggested. Still holding Badr by the arm, Nur started to lead him indoors.
      

      
      ‘You are here to see Father? Let me take you to him – we are so busy these days, with all the visitors.’

      
      They walked through the small, familiar room with the white table where Badr used to give Nur his lessons, then under arches,
         through sitting rooms furnished in the French style, and a massive, breathtaking dining room. Nur asked politely about how
         his half-brother and sister were getting on in their Arabic lessons with Badr. Were they memorising their poems, were they
         sitting attentively for the whole hour?
      

      
      Mahmoud Bey’s suite was as large as Badr’s house. Badr stood unnoticed at the door and tried to take it all in. It overwhelmed
         him, not only because of its opulence but because of its European character. The smell of cigar smoke and expensive perfume
         made him alternatively gasp and then hold his breath. He looked at the double bed where Mahmoud Bey reclined on large pillows
         and exquisite linen, but instead of concentrating on the patient, Badr’s eyes wandered to the large mahogany desk, the two
         wardrobes, the sofas and armchairs that seated nearly twenty men, each two or three sharing a small table on which there was
         an ashtray, glasses of water, fruit juice and bowls of nuts. He heard the murmur of conversations, which were important because
         these were the country’s most important men. And with his crumpled suit, his ink-stained fingernails and his haggard face,
         it was clear that he was not one of them. He was someone for whom the conversation need not pause, nor should anyone rise
         up to greet him.
      

      
      Again Nur came to his rescue, attracting his father’s attention, prodding his memory.

      
      
      ‘Ah, yes …’ Mahmoud Bey removed the cigarette with its black, slim filter from his mouth, transferred it to his left hand
         and extended the right towards Badr. He was a handsome man, with a finely trimmed moustache, full lips and an open, steady
         look. He was wearing a wine-coloured silk dressing gown and his voice, when he spoke, was weakened by illness. ‘Thank you
         for coming. How are you? How is your family?’
      

      
      Badr launched into prayers for his speedy recovery, good wishes and praises, all the time standing up. It would be preposterous
         to sit down and join such a gathering. Unthinkable. A burst of laughter from the end of the room distracted the patient. Badr
         paused in mid-sentence when he caught the words ‘building’ and ‘flats’. The word ‘flat’ in a city where everyone lived in
         houses – villas for the rich and mud houses for the poor – rang in the room, distinctly Egyptian, distinctly related to him,
         as if it was said for him and meant for him. He understood it as if it were the only Arabic word to be spoken in the midst
         of a foreign dialect. These men’s world was so removed from his that he could not easily fathom the conversation he had walked
         into. Yet that word ‘flat’ was clear and right, a good place to live in, a proper home, Hanniyah’s dream. He tried to follow
         the conversation but was distracted by what he was seeing all around him. He lost his sense of decorum and stared openly,
         his eyes darting around the room. This glimpse of Mahmoud Bey’s bedroom would not be repeated. It was a one-off, something
         he would remember all his life, something that would enter his dreams. Not far from the head of the bed, he saw the door to
         another room, slightly ajar. It was a bathroom, all tiles and a modern toilet. To possess one’s own bathroom! Badr’s imagination
         could not stretch that far – to such a place, further even than the span of envy.
      

      
      There was no longer any point in talking to Mahmoud Bey. Badr had lost his attention. Mahmoud Bey was listening to one of
         his friends, his face turned away. There was no good reason for Badr to linger, and again Nur was by his side, this time to accompany him in his exit. Outside the room both were silent until they reached the terrace, which overlooked
         the garden. A gust of wind blew; a promise of winter and Badr needed a cigarette. He rummaged in his pocket but Nur was quicker.
         He took out a packet of Peter Stuyvesant and they lit up.
      

      
      ‘Does your father know that you smoke?’

      
      Badr appreciated the good quality tobacco, a brand he could not afford.

      
      Nur leaned against a pillar.

      ‘No, and even if he did I would not dare light up in front of him.’

      
      Badr chuckled. ‘Tell me about Victoria College.’

      
      Nur’s eyes lit up.

      
      ‘It is the best school in the world! I am now the captain of the football team. And we play against other schools. My swimming
         is getting better, too, because we go swimming in the sea, except when it’s very cold. And oh, Alexandria is beautiful.’
      

      
      Badr had never been to Alexandria, even though his province, Asyut, was not that far. But he only smiled, distracted by other
         thoughts and half-baked schemes. ‘Do you still write poetry?’ he asked.
      

      
      Something in Nur changed, as if he was suddenly recalled to what was important and urgent. ‘Yes, I do. But nothing I consider
         to be strong or, indeed, special. You were very kind to encourage me when I first started.’
      

      
      ‘Because you have talent.’ Badr took a long drag. ‘And, with time, you will become more skilful and more in control of your
         poems’ qafiyas and wazn.’
      

      
      He remembered what was endearing and memorable about Nur as a student – the boy’s genuine desire to learn, not just for the
         sake of school marks, not just out of fear of examinations. Perhaps Nur could be of help to him. Try, he urged himself, now
         that the boy is beaming with pride at the compliment you paid him. Try and persist, it just might work after all.
      

      
      He took a breath. ‘What was it they were talking about inside? An apartment block?’

      
      ‘Yes, my father is building an apartment block.’

      
      ‘Just like the ones in Cairo?’

      
      Nur laughed. ‘Yes, right in the middle of Khartoum. It will be the first high-rise in the city. In Newbold Street, next to
         Hoash Boulus. The ground floor will be leased to shops and offices and the top floors will be residential.’
      

      
      ‘When will it be ready?’

      
      ‘In eighteen months or more – I would say 1952, to be on the safe side. The work progresses steadily, but at times it can come
         to a halt if the materials are delivered late.’
      

      
      Badr took a deep breath and blurted out, ‘Would your father be so kind as to lease me a flat for my family and I to live in?
         A small flat with two rooms would be more than enough. I have, may Allah be praised, four children, and my elderly father
         is not well at all. We are in wretched housing now. My wife complains, and there is no privacy, it’s not proper at all … dreadful. And today I received a letter from my cousin. He wants to come to Sudan to look for work! Of course, he intends
         to stay with me and I am obliged to host him. But where am I going to put him? All I have is one room and we’re all sitting
         on each other’s laps as it is!’
      

      
      Nur laughed at the choice of words.

      
      Badr took a drag from his cigarette. It was humiliating to complain to this boy, this heir to a fortune. Yet pride was a luxury
         Badr could not afford.
      

      
      ‘I’ll ask him,’ said Nur, smiling with confidence. ‘He will surely lease you a flat. My father has great plans for this building.
         He wants Egyptian taste and expertise – itself borrowed from Europe – to be firmly placed in Sudan. Do you know how this saraya
         came to be built? Father was driving his motor car along a boulevard in Heliopolis and stopped to marvel at a Pasha’s mansion.
         He then contacted the architect and said, “Design one like it for me in Umdurman.” The materials, too, from the marble tiles to the garden lamps, were shipped from Italy via Egypt.’
      

      
      On their way out, they passed the bustle and delicious smells of the hoash. Hajjah Waheeba was inspecting the laden trays,
         making sure that every dish was represented before being dispatched to the men.
      

      
      She turned and said to Badr, ‘Stay and have dinner.’

      
      Nur repeated his mother’s invitation. The huge round trays were too heavy for one servant to carry on their own, and family
         members swarmed around the trays, ready to lift them up. Nur was summoned to help and he excused himself. Even though he was
         hungry, Badr refused the invitation not only out of modesty, but for a genuine desire to go home. He wanted to be with Hanniyah
         tonight, to entertain her with descriptions of Mahmoud Bey’s bedroom, and he needed to go back to put his father to bed. Also,
         Hanniyah could not be trusted to supervise the children’s homework. He must do that himself, for it would be a disgrace if
         his children were not the top of their classes. The saying that the carpenter’s door was unhinged must not apply to him. And,
         most of all, he wanted to eat with his family. He derived considerable satisfaction from watching his children eat. Every
         bite that rose from the plates to their mouths was halal, the result of his sweat and exertions all day.
      

      
      Badr made his way back to the tram station with Nur’s promise ringing in his ears: ‘My father will surely lease you a flat in his new building.’ Out of habit, and too many instances of dashed hopes, cynicism gripped him. The boy was naı¨ve. If Mahmoud Bey really did
         agree to lease him a flat, he would have to charge Badr below the market price. He would understand that Badr could not afford
         the high rent of the city centre and he would be obliged to do him a favour as the private teacher of the Abuzeid children.
         That was why Mahmoud Bey might not agree. But it was worth trying, and Badr was determined to petition Madame Nabilah, too. As a fellow Egyptian, she might sympathise with his predicament and put in a good word for him with her husband.
      

      
      As he narrowly avoided placing his foot on donkey manure, his mind drifted to the rumours that the British would thwart a
         union with Egypt. If the position of the Egyptian teaching mission were jeopardised to the extent that they had to pull out,
         how pointless his dream of moving house would be.
      

      
      The sudden call to prayer from a nearby mosque jolted him out of his thoughts. It felt like a reprimand, a reminder of why
         he was alive. To struggle for the here and now but not lose sight of the end: to put meat in his children’s small mouths and
         sweets in Hanniyah’s enchanting mouth. To fulfil and pacify her, she who held his heart and was, so often, the cause of his
         disturbance. To act like a man and discipline her, so that she would keep on looking after his father and not complain. This
         was a considerable source of stress, as were the intrigues and rivalries of the school, the reluctant and stupid students,
         the darting to and fro from one private lesson to the next. And, above all, his horror at how his energetic, bellowing father
         had been reduced to confused, dependent blubber. It was a horror that was abating with time and being replaced by a grim,
         constant sadness. The kind of sadness that deserved no condolence and was too dispersed for sighs and platitudes. Badr’s tumultuous,
         humdrum life. What was it all for, where was it heading? The answer peered at him now as it had done before and would do again.
         His life was a journey. A journey towards the day when Allah Almighty would look at him, really look at him, look through
         him, inside him, know him, and then would call him by his name. Ya Badr.
      

   



      
      
      III

      
           
      For Nabilah, the Sudan was like the bottom of the sea, an exotic wilderness, soporific and away from the momentum of history.
         It was amazing but constricting, threatening to suck her in, to hold her down and drown her. Sometimes she was able to hold
         her breath and accept, but on most days she struggled to rise up to the surface, working to recapture a routine like that
         of her mother in Cairo, a life of fresh air and energy, the natural bustle and order of civilised life. Nabilah knew that
         she should be more flexible, that she should adjust, but she was not easy-going enough, and too conscious of her status.
      

      
      She had, with her husband’s full approval and generous finances, designed her wing in the saraya like a modern, Egyptian home,
         not a Sudanese one. Instead of a hoash, there was a shaded terrace with a wicker table and chairs where, in winter, she could
         sit and enjoy her afternoon tea, while watching Ferial ride her tricycle and Farouk kick a ball in the garden. Instead of
         the traditional beds lining the four walls of the sitting room, she had spacious armchairs, a settee, and, in pride of place,
         her gramophone. It was a proper room, a room to be proud of. Guests reclining and sitting on beds, angharaibs made of rope
         being the only furniture in a room, the intimacy and privacy of a bed laid out for public eyes and use – was something that
         particularly infuriated her. It was, she believed, a sign of primitiveness, proof that the Sudanese had a long way to go.
         Meals too, in Nabilah’s quarters, were served in the dining room, around a proper dining table, with knives, forks and serviettes,
         not clusters of people gathering with extended fingers around a large round tray, while sitting on those very same beds she
         had so many objections to. Her household staff, too, was all from Egypt – Chef Gaber, whose Turkish dishes inspired so much envy
         from her co-wife, as well as the children’s nanny. Nabilah surrounded herself with the sights, accents and cooking smells
         of Egypt, closing the door on the heat, dust and sunlight of her husband’s untamed land.
      

      
      But she could not shut out his family. They came, invited or uninvited. And came casually, with friendly smiles, affection
         for the children and a staggering tolerance for her moodiness and indifference. She did not understand them. That boy, Nur,
         with his bright smile, so pleased and at ease with himself. She had explained to him once that he must ring the bell and not
         just barge in.
      

      
      Instead of apologising, he had just giggled and said, ‘Isn’t this my father’s house?’

      
      And that girl, Soraya, with her lack of discipline, the sloppy way she carried herself, gum snapping in her mouth, her hands
         always moving, stroking the back of an armchair or playing with a doorknob in a way which irritated Nabilah. She would gaze
         dolefully at Nabilah’s wedding photographs without saying a single word. Or she would lean, slouching, on this piece of furniture
         or that and drawl, ‘how are you doing, Nabilah?’ without addressing her as Madame, Abla, Hanim or even Aunty.
      

      
      Soraya, too, floated in unannounced, to borrow books and never return them and to poke fun at how Ferial was covered in talcum
         powder and how Farouk’s accent was Egyptian. How else did she expect the children to speak if not like their mother!
      

      
      Nabilah kissed Farouk and Ferial the first of many goodnight kisses and prepared to tuck them into bed. They were the only
         children in the Abuzeid family who had bedtimes and a proper, decorated nursery, with beds of their own. The Sudanese did
         not understand about proper modern child-rearing, but she would teach them by example. Tonight, instead of a story, she was explaining to the children the origin of their names.
      

      
      ‘You Farouk, were named after the King of Egypt and Sudan who granted Baba his bakawiyya. That’s why Baba is Mahmoud Bey.
         Not everyone can be called Bey, even if they wanted to. Only the King can decide.’
      

      
      Farouk smiled and slid deeper into his bed. Ferial was holding on to her mother’s hand.

      
      ‘And me, what about me?’

      
      ‘Wait. Farouk wants to ask something.’ He always needed encouragement. The boy opened his mouth, closed it again and then
         asked.
      

      
      ‘But not everyone addresses Baba as Mahmoud Bey. Some people call him Sayyid Mahmoud.’

      
      Nabilah sighed. ‘Some of the Sudanese don’t understand. They don’t appreciate the title. Your father should correct them,
         but he doesn’t.’
      

      
      ‘So Sayyid is not as good as Bey.’

      
      ‘Here in Sudan, Sayyid is the best way a man can be addressed. But your father—’

      
      She was interrupted by Ferial who, not only satisfied with putting her hand on her mother’s cheek, now pulled so that Nabilah
         had to turn and face her.
      

      
      ‘Don’t do that. It’s not polite.’

      
      The girl, whose hair was smooth in a ponytail, pressed her lips in annoyance.

      
      ‘What about my name, my name?’
      

      
      ‘Say sorry first, Ferial.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      ‘Say it like you mean it.’

      
      ‘Sorry, Mama.’

      
      ‘That’s better.’

	  Nabilah kissed her cheek and smoothed her hair. What a blessing from God that her daughter did not have coarse
         hair! She had worried about this constantly during her pregnancy.
      

      
      ‘You were named after a princess. Princess Ferial is the eldest daughter of the King.’ The girl squirmed with pleasure. ‘Now into bed.’
      

      
      She tucked her lively daughter in bed but Ferial was wide awake. ‘When Grandma comes from Cairo will she be the one telling
         us bedtime stories?’ The children knew that Nabilah had sent a telegram to Qadriyyah Hanim telling her about Mahmoud’s illness
         and begging her for a visit.
      

      
      Now she sighed.

      
      ‘She won’t be able to come. Next time I put a call to her, I will let you speak for a little while. Oh, if only we were in
         Cairo now! I am sure Baba would not have been so ill, for I am sure the doctors in Cairo are better than the ones here.’
      

      
      It still did not feel right that they were in Sudan. This had not been the original arrangement when they first got married.
         The original arrangement was that she would live in the flat Mahmoud had set up for her in Cairo, and that he would spend
         lengthy visits with her. After all, his business required that he spend several months in Cairo and it made sense to have
         a home there instead of his suite in the Shepheard’s Hotel. Nabilah would be his Egyptian wife in Cairo and Hajjah Waheeba
         his Sudanese wife in Umdurman. It had made perfect sense, and years passed that way, successfully, but suddenly he proposed
         to move her and the children here. Nabilah’s mother encouraged her to accept and Mahmoud Bey assured them that Nabilah would
         have her own quarters; she would be independent of Hajjah Waheeba and the rest of the Abuzeid family. He promised that every
         summer she, Farouk and Ferial would return to Cairo. So Nabilah had gathered her courage, took a deep breath and with a friendly
         shove from her mother, plunged herself into Umdurman.
      

      
      To banish the feeling of nostalgia, Nabilah turned to her serious son.

      
      ‘Guess who visited Baba today?’ She straightened the collar of his pyjamas. ‘Your teacher, Ustaz Badr.’

      
      Farouk stared into space. His skin was darker than his mother and sister’s, his hair more curly, his features more African.
      

      
      ‘When will Baba come home?’

      
      She stroked his cheek.

      
      ‘Soon. He is better today. Tomorrow when we go see him he will come home with us.’

      
      In his illness, Mahmoud Bey had chosen to go back to his old room in the central part of the saraya, near Hajjah Waheeba’s
         hoash. He did not want his many guests to disturb Nabilah, he had said.
      

      
      ‘Is he going to die?’

      
      As if she had not just told him that his father was getting better! The boy was aloof, perhaps because of all the time they
         had spent alone in Cairo, without his father. Mahmoud Bey rarely addressed him and Farouk was stiff and uncomfortable in his
         father’s presence.
      

      
      She frowned.

      
      ‘This is a very rude thing to say about your father. You must never say this word again. It is not a word to be said and it
         must not even cross your mind.’
      

      
      Yet she thought it, too. She made peace with Farouk, for she did not want him to go to sleep weighed down by her disapproval,
         a situation which usually resulted in him wetting his bed. But after she put out the lights and walked to her own bedroom,
         she abandoned herself to the rudeness and anxiety she had denied him. The death of her husband would mean one thing for her.
         A return to Cairo.
      

      
      She would be the same age as her mother had been when she was widowed. Nabilah’s father had died when she was nine and her
         mother remarried within a year. But, if Mahmoud died, Nabilah would not need to marry again because she would have an income
         and an inheritance share in Mahmoud Bey’s wealth. It was obscene to follow this line of thinking, yet her mind could not help
         but gallop in this direction. She saw herself wearing black, boarding a plane with the children, her eyes pink from crying,
         her face pale, without rouge. She imagined her mother meeting her at the airport and the drive home; the wide roads, the familiar sights and sounds. The doorman would stand up
         in greeting when they reached the building and carry her suitcase up the stairs. The door of the flat would be already open
         when they stepped out of the lift. Her mother’s maid would be there, in her long patterned dress and kerchief.
      

      
      ‘Alhamdullilah for your safe return, ya sett hanim.’

      
      A feeling of shame passed through her and brought tears to her eyes. Mahmoud Bey was getting better, the English doctor had
         said that, and she could tell, too. There was no need for these morbid, perversely exciting thoughts. Her husband had been
         so generous to her, compensating for the father she had lost, for any sense of deprivation she had felt. She had experienced
         real joy when they were together in Cairo, the time after the wedding when their new flat was being decorated and they had
         stayed at his suite in the Shepheard’s Hotel. There was the evening they had gone to see Um Khalthoum in concert, the nightclubs
         on Pyramid Road where they would go for dinner and a show. Oh, the fun she had had, watching the belly dancer and looking
         around at the other tables, comparing her clothes with those of the other ladies, her hair with their hair, and always feeling
         good about herself. In those days she had forgotten that she had married a Sudanese. Mahmoud was light-skinned enough to pass
         for an Egyptian, his clothes were as modern and as elegant as any other Bey, and she was his new wife, much younger than him,
         but that was not uncommon.
      

      
      True, he had given her a lot, and he did not want much from her in return. Not much but to bear this exile, to tolerate his
         family, to decorate his new mansion in Umdurman simply by being herself. She was loved and cherished, and the fact that he
         was already married was not really a threat. He and Hajjah Waheeba no longer lived as husband and wife, not since they moved
         into the saraya. He had, long before his second marriage, separated himself from Waheeba and kept his own room. He would not
         divorce her, though, he had made that clear from the beginning. Waheeba was the mother of his sons and Nabilah must not feel threatened by her. Yet since he had taken ill, he
         had craved Hajjah Waheeba’s food. In his exhaustion, his accent had become more heavily Sudanese, and when she saw him surrounded
         by his concerned family, he looked so much like them, was so unmistakably one of them, that their happy years in Cairo seemed
         distant and illusory.
      

      
      When she was sure that the children were asleep, Nabilah put on her navy blue dotted dress and combed her hair, fixing the
         waves with a touch of cream. She put on her lipstick and used a tiny black brush to smooth her broad eyebrows, then she studied
         her reflection in the mirror and felt that something was missing. A handbag. She did not really need it because she was only
         going from one section of the saraya to another. But she picked up her handbag anyway. It completed her look and lifted her
         spirits, for the cloud of illness that was hanging over the saraya was depressing. It made Nabilah want escape, and her own
         circle of friends and acquaintances. Of course, propriety demanded that she stay at home. Only when her husband went back
         to work could she leave the house to resume her social activities among the community of Egyptian ladies – the wives of the
         engineers who worked on the irrigation projects, the wives of embassy staff, or the few transplants like herself, married
         to local men.
      

      
      She expected Mahmoud Bey’s guests to have gone by now. Nur had been spending each night with him, but he went and had supper
         at his mother’s hoash before joining his father. It would be a good time to find her husband alone. She tiptoed downstairs
         and out the front door, then walked across the terrace past the huge clay flowerpots and down the garden steps. In Cairo,
         the nights were alive with the pleasures of leisurely walks, roasted peanuts and grilled corn, people chatting and shops that
         stayed open late – the liveliness and light of it all. Here, the heavy indigo sky was bearing down, the stars mysterious,
         and the clouds unnaturally large. As she walked around the garden to the other side of the saraya, she could hear frogs croaking and the hiss and breath of night creatures, as if this were
         a jungle. The huddle by the gate was a servant sleeping on a straw mat. They prayed Isha and slept as if this was the countryside
         not a city. In her fashionable dress and elegant high heels, she was wasted in this place, but she kept on walking to his
         room.
      

      
      When she pushed open the door that had been slightly ajar, she saw Idris sitting on an armchair, toothpick in one hand, his
         face a snarl as he cleaned his teeth. He gave her his usual guarded greeting, but there was a hint of expectancy in the way
         he tilted his head and moved in his seat, adjusting his jellabiya. She turned towards the bed and saw the bulk of Hajjah Waheeba
         leaning over her husband. Mahmoud was lying on his stomach, head turned to one side, naked to the waist, and his wife was
         massaging his back. She was bearing down with her full weight, so that he was only able to grunt at Nabilah in recognition.
         She froze, not knowing what to do in the face of this unexpected intimacy. This was only her third time to be in the same
         room as Hajjah Waheeba. The first had been soon after her arrival in Umdurman, when many family members came round to take
         a good look at her. The women had made no attempts to hide their curiosity and had simply filed in, sat and stared at her,
         not bothering to introduce themselves or engage her in conversation. She had not even known which one of them was Hajjah Waheeba.
         They had all looked alike to her, these middle-aged Sudanese women swathed in tobes, their faces without make up and their
         hair in traditional tight braids close to the head. Later, she had come to know that Waheeba was the one with the tribal scars
         on her cheeks, those vertical scars that looked like cracks on a French loaf. The second time they had met, when Fatma gave
         birth, Nabilah took a good look at her co-wife and decided that she was neither interesting, nor worth competing with. They
         never exchanged words. Each avoided the other, marking her own territory, cautious and watching, as if they were assessing
         each other’s strengths and weaknesses.
      

      
      
      Now Hajjah Waheeba looked up and smiled at her, a genuine smile. There was a serenity in her face, as well as a warm flush
         of exertion. Her tobe was falling around her soft round stomach and slipping down to show her head and hennaed braids. Her
         large, plump hands were flat on Mahmoud’s back, pressing. There was a pinch, like a bracelet around her elbow and above that
         the moving fat of her upper arms. She shifted her weight and, instead of pressing down on him again, began, with her thumb
         and fingers, to lightly smooth and iron out the tightness of his muscles.
      

      
      He could talk now, and he said to Nabilah, ‘My back has been giving me a lot of pain.’

      
      This encouraged her to walk into the room and close the door behind her, just as Waheeba was saying to him.

      
      ‘This will release it.’

      
      She leaned down closer, propping her right elbow on his shoulder. She began to work a particular spot as Nabilah sat down
         in her regular armchair. It was impossible to ignore what was happening on the bed and she and Idris sat and watched.
      

      
      ‘It’s here isn’t it?’

      
      A grunt, a muffled, ‘To the left a bit.’

      
      ‘Here …’ Waheeba smiled.

      
      A groan and she laughed.

      
      ‘But this is the bit you want. Be still!’ Her laugh was hearty, coming from the throat. When it trailed off, she turned to
         look at Nabilah and pressed her lips, ‘Of course, in Egypt they didn’t teach you how to give a massage. But I can teach you.’
      

      
      ‘No thank you, I don’t wish to learn.’

      
      Waheeba smiled, as if this was the exact reply she wanted. Her voice was soft and easy.

      
      ‘And why don’t you want to learn? Don’t you want to please your husband? He brought you here to this good life and you don’t
         want to serve him?’
      

      
      Nabilah could not think of an able put down to what sounded like an accusation of ingratitude, to the insinuation that she
         had been needy or, at least, less well off before this marriage. She looked at her husband, but he turned his head so that she
         could not see his reaction. He did not come to her defence and, to make matters worse, Idris gave a chuckle. Nabilah looked
         at her husband’s back, at the black-and-white of his hair. His neck and skin were smooth with oil, glistening, and his wife’s
         dark hands, kneading now, her thumb moving, coaxing the sore muscles into calm suppleness. Nabilah knew she must control herself.
         She was well bred, she was cultivated; she must not overreact. She breathed and noticed, for the first time, Nur sitting at
         the desk in the far corner. He was writing in a notebook.
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