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Part I

Behind the Poppy Fields


 


The day was perfect for departures. It was dry as usual, the sky clear, sun shining, but there was a chill in the air that goose-pimpled you all over. No Islamic funeral! were my mother’s last words, but my grandmother ignored her wishes. She asked our ‘religious’ neighbour, who was never allowed into our house when my mother was still alive, to wash her and perform religious rituals. I spent all morning spying on her, something that was second nature to me. She scooped water, reciting verses from the Qur’an, poured it over my mother’s bald head, scrubbed her body with a loofah, performed her ablutions, dried her and then wrapped her scraggy corpse in white haj clothes. If she were alive and heard her say, ‘In the Name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful,’ she would have gouged out her eyes.


My grandmother arranged for her coffin to be carried to the mosque, where they performed the Funeral Prayer, and then to be driven in a van to the local cemetery. Women were not allowed to go there, but she insisted. The driver sped over uneven roads and we huddled on mattresses in the back, holding on to the coffin.


‘Slow down, you idiot!’ said the imam. ‘One more pothole in the road and we will all levitate like astronauts in outer space!’


‘This wretched van has no shock absorbers. A chickpea on the asphalt and you’re flying.’


‘The coffin will slide out if you’re not careful!’


The cemetery was a flat, arid piece of land on top of a hill, dotted with slabs of concrete and white markers. The soil was cracked and there were no trees or plants, except for a few thorns that grew in the cracks or between the graves. Sparrows gathered when we arrived, craving a crumb or two. I walked behind the procession, holding my grandmother’s hand. Tears ran down the furrows on her face all the way to her neck, soaking her knotted veil.


My mother’s coffin was made of plywood – the cheapest my grandmother could find in the market – and the number of mourners was small. The local doctor, imam, grocer and his unhinged assistant, garbage collector and milkman lowered it into the ground. When it disappeared I gasped, breathed in, but could not cry. My insides were being carved out, as if by the special sharp pipe my grandmother used to empty the courgettes and aubergines before stuffing them with mincemeat and rice. She threw herself over the grave and began scraping up the soil. The local doctor blew his nose. No tears from me, Najwa, daughter of Raneen and Omar Rahman and granddaughter of Zainab! I stood there a cripple, unable to grieve for you, my so-called father, or for her.


Normally mourners gather for a meal after the funeral, but they all found excuses and vanished.


‘I have to go to the dentist,’ the unhinged assistant said.


‘He’s never been to the dentist in his whole miserable life.’


My grandmother and I were dropped by the mosque and we walked to our house under the warm midday sun. Children in the nearby kindergarten sang rhythmically, ‘I am a bird, I could fly, I could also say goodbye.’ I was not a bird and could neither fly nor say goodbye. Although I was free to breathe, walk, work, I felt like a prisoner, condemned to my life. The shoe repairer knew my grandmother well and threw a warm salaam at her. ‘Long life to you!’ She thanked him and asked him to kiss his youngest child, ‘that crazy, kind rascal.’ We bought some tomatoes for the salad, medicine for my grandmother’s stiff joints and a hairband for me and went home.


When we arrived, my grandmother brewed some tea, added fresh sage and poured it in our best tea set, the one my late mother designated for classy guests and kept locked in the display cabinet. It was never used, for no one visited us. No male guardian, no honour, no status in this neighbourhood.


‘Najwa, sweetheart!’


Sweetheart was an indication that the discussion would be serious. I tucked my fringe behind my ear, tied my hair and sat down on one of the cushions my mother had scattered in the garden. She used to arrange and rearrange them to make it look homely.


‘Now your mother is dead, you have to go and look for your father.’


My father, Omar Rahman, who walked out on us when I was three, loomed large in the past, a featureless dark shadow, without eyes, lips or voice. I remembered very little: his strong, bushy hair, a scar at the end of his left eyebrow, the warmth of his bony fingers clasping my ribcage before flinging me up in the air. ‘Why?’


‘Because I don’t have long to live and you’ll end up alone in this house.’


‘Don’t say that, Grandma! And I have a job and can survive.’


‘You know how it is in Amman and particularly in this neighbourhood. Chaste women don’t live on their own. Tongues will wag. You’ll be ostracised, habibti. And you have no relatives. As they say, “Better a man’s shadow than that of a wall.”’


‘He’s dead to me. They both are.’


‘Don’t say that!’


‘He left us and never looked back. No cards or recorded messages, like the ones you hear on the Greetings for You radio programme.’


‘It’s for Palestinians, who cannot cross the Jordan River easily. My husband’s family recorded one for me. By Allah, how I cried, listening to it.’


‘Why would I go searching for him? He should look for me, his daughter.’


‘Darling! He sent you letters, gifts and photographs, but my daughter – may Allah forgive her – destroyed or hid them.’


My mother used to spray the garden with water even in the winter and my feet would freeze as I swept the floor. A chill tingled through me. If she were alive I would have hurled myself at her. I ran to the bedroom, jumped into bed and pulled the quilt over my head. Her photograph, which my grandmother had blown up and framed, gazed down at me. Her cruel, kind, almond-shaped eyes seemed glazed, as if she were in a trance.


‘Najwa! You’re twenty-seven so stop acting like a child.’


You’re as bad as each other. You abandoned me and she deceived me. My chest tightened, the muscle in my right cheek twitched and my eyes itched. I rubbed them, praying for wetness. They were dry.


*

When he left, twenty-four years ago, my mother changed. She took off her veil, cut her hair, packed my father’s clothes, Qur’ans, books, prayer beads, aftershave, comb and tweezers in a suitcase, hurled it in the loft and forbade me from mentioning him. My grandmother told me that whenever someone knocked on the door I used to run, thinking it was my dad. ‘The sound of your little feet tap-tapping on the floor fanned the embers in your mother’s heart. She would unhook all the curtains and wash them by hand, hang them in the garden and watch them billow in the breeze for hours. She cried over him for months, but she would wake up in the morning dry-eyed, put on her suit and trudge to school. She said that she had to hold on to her job to put food on the table. “Teaching the children, with their ready laughter, helps somehow,” she said.’ But that was when she started taking tranquillisers.


She would pop a pink pill into her mouth then fiddle with the towel until she calmed down. In the afternoon, after sweeping the concrete floor and washing it with water, she sat under the jasmine, sipping cardamom-flavoured tea and listening to Fairuz sing about a small café where young lovers regularly met. I shall remember her always arched on a plastic chair, her feet up on a stool, her head tilted back, eyes closed and hair cascading down, enveloped in a cloud of perfume and tranquillisers. It was a rendezvous with you, whoever and wherever you are.


One Friday, when I was about ten and spying on her, as instructed by my grandmother, I saw her climb a ladder to the loft, push the suitcase to the edge, pull it down and put it on the floor. She wiped the dust off with her hand, unzipped it and inspected your belongings. She held the prayer beads then pressed them over her heart, sniffed your shirts, perfume, comb, and flicked through your books. Then she closed it, put it back and took your books to the garden. She asked me to help her ‘destroy this filth’. She cleared a space in an empty flower bed and looked over her shoulder. I handed her the books one by one: The Islamic Caliphate, The Glorious Ottoman Empire, Overcoming the Fear of Death, Islamic Jihad, A for Allah, The Ideal Muslim Father and Soldiers of God: With Islamic Warriors in Afghanistan and Pakistan. She sprinkled some kerosene over the pile, struck a match and threw it. Instantly the books caught fire. The flames ate the pages, rose up and swayed, blackening the wall. She stood there watching until the heap turned into sheets of soot.


*

I knew I was different. I was not allowed to cover my head, wear a long school uniform or trousers, recite the Qur’an, participate in the Ramadan procession or wear prayer clothes and go to the mosque in the evening with the other children, who carried lanterns. I would stand by the iron gate, listening to them sing, ‘Welcome Ramadan!’ The house was ‘secular’ and it took me years to understand the meaning of that word. I stood out as if I had a birth defect with my unruly hair, western clothes and uncovered legs. Once, a schoolmate gave me a silver ‘Allah’ pendant for my birthday and my mother confiscated it and locked herself for hours in the guest reception room. ‘No religious words, deeds, texts, symbols, jewellery or dress in this house!’ my grandmother said and twisted her lips. Needless to say, I failed the Islamic faith subject every year. Don’t ask me how I finished school and graduated! I just did.


My mother wanted me to study French at college, ‘because it’s the most secular country on earth’, but it was not on offer so she spent days looking at the list of subjects taught at community colleges then decided that I would train as a tourist guide and work in one of the hotels by the Dead Sea, the most cosmopolitan and secular of environments. She was always on edge, her hands shook, chin quivered, eyes wandered. I could not tell her what I really thought, afraid that she might flip and trash the kitchen the way she did a few years ago. I saw myself as different from what she had planned or envisaged for me, but I was her only child, what was left for her, so I kept my mouth shut and went to college.


Our neighbour’s son was always there. I went out in the early morning, walked to the end of the alley and waited for a public car or bus to appear. He was always there watching me from a decent distance. It happened every day until I began noticing him with his angular shape, shorn hair, large eyes and small ears. He wore the same white shirt and trousers, which shone with endless ironing. I would steal a glance at him and jump into the waiting car. It was my salaam. One day he did not show up and I got worried. Was he ill? Did he give up on me? Was I too stuck up for him?


Our ‘religious’ neighbour told my grandmother the whole story. His family married him off to the daughter of a Syrian merchant. ‘Najwa is not marriage material,’ his father said, ‘because, rumour has it, her father is a drug baron somewhere on the borders of China. Also, brought up in a house without men, she wouldn’t know how to show my son respect and tend him. Their’s is a joyless house, with three shrivelling women rattling about in it.’


My heart fell, banged against the tiles and broke into pieces like a demitasse. I sat with my mother under the lemon tree. ‘Why did he abandon us, leave us like this, fending for ourselves?’


‘It’s this ugly thing called religion. Allah is more important to him than us.’ My mother gathered up her thinning hair.


My grandmother sucked her last tooth. ‘Some say he got married to an Asian beauty and now lives like a king in the mountains of the Himalayas.’


My mother’s chin quivered. She was still in love with you.


*

Soon after, she got ill and I had to give up college to find a job to make ends meet and help my grandmother take care of her. Her friend, the local doctor, arranged an interview for me at a hotel called Amman Tower through his connections. ‘It should be civilised,’ she said and ran to the toilet to throw up.


I rarely went to west Amman. I imagined a tower so high it blocked the sky, but it was just a small villa, clad with engraved white stones, with a beautiful garden full of palm and olive trees. The interview was brief. The owner, an old man with shrewd eyes, had one look at me and said, ‘Hired.’ He ran his finger along the worktop, checking for dust. ‘You have to be punctual and ever smiling, like that battery. What’s it called?’ He laughed.


The Sri Lankan maid stopped polishing the brass. ‘Ever Ready!’


‘Yes.’ I looked down at my mother’s modest shoes, which she had allowed me to wear for the first time.


‘Speak loudly and clearly!’ He pointed his pen at me.


I hemmed. ‘How much will you pay me?’


‘That’s clear enough. Four Jordanian dinars an hour.’ He coughed then pressed his hand to his chest.


When I went back home my grandmother was waiting for me, wringing her hands. ‘What took you so long?’


‘One public taxi to the city centre, and another from there to here. The good thing is I didn’t have to wait long.’


‘How much would that cost?’


‘Sixty piasters, more or less.’


‘Without your mother’s salary, we have to be careful.’


‘By the way, Grandma, it isn’t a tower at all.’


‘Amman Tower is not a tower!’


‘No, just a small villa with a lovely garden.’


She sucked her last tooth. ‘Tzzza! So the lion turned out to be a mouse. I guess tourists have to come all the way to discover that for themselves.’


‘Yes.’ I throw my jacket and bag on the chair.


‘I cooked tomato sauce with basil and fresh chilli, but without meat, mind. We can eat it with pitta bread.’


‘I’ll see how she’s doing first.’


She was lying on the sofa. When I placed my hand on her forehead she opened her eyes. Confusion followed by recognition then sadness. The cancer began as a tummy ache and the sound of my mother getting up at night several times, swearing in the toilet and pacing around the house. She complained of acidity, kept burping as she chewed the fresh mint my grandmother had prescribed. I could tell that she was having a cramp by the paleness of her skin and the tightness of her lips. She began to fret over things: her marking, clipping the vine in the garden, sticking a simple dish of chicken and potato in the oven.


One morning my grandmother saw her pyjama trousers slip down. ‘Fix that elastic, will you!’


‘It’s me, Mother. I am losing weight.’


That was it. My grandmother insisted on taking her to the doctor.


*

The doctor arranged something called a ‘barium meal’ and an X-ray immediately. It showed a tumour in the stomach. ‘That would explain the dark stool and the anaemia.’ And the regular trips to the hospital for chemotherapy began. She lay down on a sofa with a tube running into her chest, eyes closed and mouth open. She looked surprised. I held her hand as I listened to her breathing and the drip-drip of the white liquid that was supposed to kill the malignant cells. My grandmother counted her prayer beads and snivelled throughout the procedure. Then we supported her and shuffled back home. The milk seller said that it was grief, pure and simple – a dark fluid that went through your intestines and curdled like cheese. It fermented inside your guts.


Although my grandmother kept it clean, the house began to smell of vomit. I welcomed the early-morning trip to work. I walked by the girls’ school, the grocer, chemist, rotisserie and clothes’ shops to the public taxi stop. The mannequin was wearing fashionable tight leggings, a low-cut top and sparkling fake jewellery. Although my mother didn’t allow me to wear a veil, like the other women of the neighbourhood, figure-hugging clothes were also banned. ‘With an absent father, people might think you’re a harlot.’ So, caught in the middle, it was impossible to find the right outfit and leave the house without being reprimanded. Normally one parent dampens the temper of another, but I had to ‘soar solo’, as my teacher of English language would say.


I was able to put some of what I studied into practice at the hotel. I cleaned up the reception area and hid dusty dry flowers in the storage room. At first the owner found fault in everything I did. ‘Look up when you’re speaking to guests!’ It was hard because my grandmother had cautioned me against looking men in the eye. I typed a letter in English, telling our guests what to do on arrival. ‘That letter is too polite; they might end up not paying.’ So I had to take out please and thank you. Then, just before printing it, I added shukran: thank you in Arabic, to spite him.


Our guests were mainly suited foreign men. ‘What do they do?’


‘They’re journalists, arms’ dealers and drug lords.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes. Most of them are.’


‘Why do they come to Jordan? Not much happens here.’


‘They come to unearth the truth.’ He laughed, was gripped by a fit of coughing, then spat phlegm into his handkerchief.


She spat blood this morning. ‘My mother is getting worse.’


‘I am sorry, Najwa. May Allah cure her!’


She didn’t believe in Allah for him to cure her. ‘I have to take her to the doctor tomorrow for her chemo.’


‘Fine, but you’ll only be paid if your bum is on this seat.’ He cackled.


He never missed an opportunity to be impolite.


*

The doctor said that there was no need for her to go to the clinic for treatment anymore. My grandmother gasped and covered her toothless gums with her hand. He prescribed some tablets that she could take at home. ‘Just make her as comfortable as possible.’ During the taxi journey, my mother seemed asleep and my grandmother kept wiping her tears with the end of her sleeve. The driver ogled me in the mirror; being the daughter of an absent father, they saw me as common land, without a fence or borders. I looked out at the setting sun and wondered who made that web you find yourself caught in. How did I end up here? Was there a way out? Can you soar solo?


My mother had changed; you wouldn’t recognise her if you bumped into her in the street. Most of her hair had fallen out and she had cracks by the corners of her mouth, ulcers spreading out of the arrow of her upper lips all the way to her nose and bruises on her biceps. She sat in bed, a skeleton with ashen skin and vacuous eyes, drifting off then floating back. We kept the radio next to her on. She woke up and listened sometimes. Once there was a reciting of the Qur’an before the Noon Prayer, which was normally transmitted from Mecca. She opened her eyes and when she heard the melancholic voice of the imam she flung the transistor against the wall and mentioned your name for the first time. ‘Omar loved Allah, that’s all.’ It broke into pieces.


One night I couldn’t sleep as I listened to her rasping. I got up and went to the sitting room where she liked to lie on the sofa. She looked at peace, as if all her battles were fought and won. She smiled when she saw me and patted the quilt. Cancer had reduced her to a few bones, rattling in a loose skin bag. She clasped my hand. ‘I dried up like a date. After three years of absence, divorce can be granted easily.’ She swallowed. ‘The local doctor proposed, but I turned him down. He is still single. Don’t be like me!’ A fit of coughing. My grandmother got up and sat next to me. That was how it was: me in my pink Minnie Mouse pyjamas, my grandmother in her flannel nightie and my mother in her favourite kaftan. A rattle. She held my grandmother’s shoulders. ‘Thank you, Mother.’ A wheeze. ‘Najwa, sweetheart.’ Dawn was breaking. We sat in the middle of the strips of light streaking through window bars. A snort, then she died. Her last words were, ‘No Islamic funeral!’



Amman, January 1986



Busy morning. My wife is studying for her training course. She is up to her ears in teaching methodology and could not find Najwa’s favourite toy, an electric Dalmatian that stands on its hind legs and wags its tail. She threw her notes on the bed and began crying. Najwa joined her mother. I put my jacket on and left the house of wailing women. Drowns in an inch of water. She gets frazzled, speechless as she tries to spit feathers out of her mouth. Needless to say she was as sweet as sugar when we first met in that public lecture on medieval love poetry.


Two buses to get to the hospital for Anatomy and Physiology II. The course explains the macroscopic and microscopic structure of the human body and the complexities and abstract nature of the organ system. What makes your heart stop – not a beautiful woman in a short skirt, as Hani would say. The man sitting next to me raised his arm to give the controller ten piasters. The smell of his sour sweat filled the air. A stink bomb. During his compulsory service, Hani was taught by a lisping sergeant about ‘penetrating, exploding then burning grenades.’


The hospital is an old building at the top of a green hill. Green for Amman, that is: a few spindly pine trees stretching towards the light. A fug welcomed me when I entered through the main doors. The tart smell of unemptied chamber pots, vomit in corridors and blood. It must have been a devil of a night shift, something that is waiting for me when I graduate. My father said before he died, ‘How can a man be a mumarida?’ adding the /t/ of the feminine marker to the word to exclude his son. ‘How can a man tend the sick, a woman?’


I answered him using a sentence I had heard on the radio, ‘Nursing is an honest profession.’ Words spoken for the benefit of fathers and brothers to convince them to allow their womenfolk to join the profession.


‘My son! Wiping people’s bottoms! Judgement day is nigh!’


I chose it simply because not many women are allowed to become nurses, whores in the eyes of many. Hani the joker said, ‘Nurses have a bad reputation although most of the screwing is done by women teachers.’


The class is held at the back of the building. There is a staircase, then another, then Anatomy, written in large letters on the door. The hall has an adjacent morgue and a cadaver room with preserving tools. The teacher was miffed at having a full class and no corpse to dissect. ‘We were promised a freshly dead man this morning, but the van is stuck in traffic in the outskirts of Amman. The only solution is to send two of you to the other hospital. A girl was stabbed by her brother and her family didn’t want anything to do with the body.’ Hani had never seen a naked girl before. He choked.


Two hours and a few cups of foul tea later, the body arrived. It was of a young woman, perhaps thirteen or fourteen, with multiple stab wounds. The teacher said, ‘Obviously a victim of an honour killing.’ He spat on the floor. ‘Forensics will show that she was a virgin.’


We were not listening. Hani recited the lyrics of Olivia Newton-John’s ‘Xanadu’ as if they were a sacred text. I remember when we first saw her in the film, singing about an impossible world, a land of ideals, of hope and love. A land that we could only dream of. Hani is obsessed with her. ‘I wonder what blonde hair feels like.’


‘It’s just like dark hair.’


‘How do you know? You’ve only run your hand over your wife’s hair.’


‘Leave my wife out of it!’


To our disappointment, the girl was dissected covered in a sheet. The lecturer waved the girl’s heart in the air. It was small, encased in yellow fat and looked as if it was past its sell-by date. I took notes. ‘Mammals have four-chambered hearts and double circulation. The left side handles only oxygenated blood, and the right side receives and pumps only deoxygenated blood. No mixing of the two kinds of blood.’ Amazing that the good and bad blood are only separated by a thin wall! What would happen if it were punctured?


When we finished, Hani squeezed past me to chat up one of the female students. Light-skinned, of course, with folded eyelids like a reptile. He said, ‘Good morning, Mademoiselle,’ in the sweetest voice ever. And he didn’t know French! She smiled. He shooed me away. I stood there next to him a tad longer than I should have, to spite him. He made a threatening gesture behind his back. When I walked away he ran his hand over his Miami Vice hairdo and sighed. He’s been experimenting with his stubble to get it right. He grew it for two hours, half a day, two days, and then he came back with a result: seven hours and you have the perfect stayed-up-all-night look.


Back on the bus, I saw a number of police cars at the east gate of the university. A group of demonstrators carried placards saying, Democracy now! Free Palestine! Lower the Price of Commodities! The government has raised the price of everything: bread, fuel, rice. A warden diverted the traffic away from the protesters. They were surrounded by riot police, who are chosen from the toughest of tribes. No doubt there will be cracked skulls, broken thumbs and flayed skin. ‘Yes, sir,’ the driver said to the policeman and drove on out of his route. The journey will take much longer today.


We rarely go through the affluent west side. The sprinklers were swirling water over the lawns of large villas. There were drivers, gardeners, maids. Rumour has it that some of the gold in the glass entrance halls is real twenty-four carat. No wonder they have guards. What lies behind the privet hedges, the high metal gates, the closed shutters? Half-naked women? Men in tuxedos smoking cigars? Somebody was playing the saxophone, my favourite instrument. It caressed my very heart. The hoarseness and nostalgia of it. It tugged, it frisked and even licked.




Heading to town in a public taxi service, I looked at the lush gardens and lattice windows of the royal palaces on the opposite hill. Would they be swaying their hips to the sound of music? One day I found one of his records – Muhal Richard Abrams, ‘Blues Forever’ – stuck between his books on nursing, in the cupboard. I took it out of its colourful sleeve, put it on the player, pressed On and listened to the beautiful tunes. The music carried me to unexplored mansions, cities, where people drank, smoked and danced cheek to cheek. I didn’t hear the slam of the front door and her footsteps. She walked in on me – hair dishevelled, eyes smouldering and jaw jittering – pulled the needle, scratching the record, lifted it, dropped it on the floor and stepped all over it, destroying the disc and the round, colourful label.


I got out of the car, gathered my abaya and walked to the Bukharan market. I could barely understand his broken Arabic as I stood in the narrow alleyway of Amman’s covered market surrounded by rugs, olive-wood camels, prayer beads, hands of Fatima, necklaces and bracelets. ‘A secret conversation?’ The immigrant seller, with his slanted eyes and pencil moustache, seemed certain that the inscribed words on the gold locket were in Pashto and had confidential and whisper in them. He tilted the locket towards the sun streaking through the market entrance. ‘A fine piece. Where did you get it?’


The air was so laden with dust and the perfume of essential oils, I could hardly breathe. A secret whisper. What was he trying to tell me? Not used to mentioning him, I stammered, ‘M-my father gave it to me.’


‘Made in India or China, perhaps.’


My grandmother’s yashmak, which I wore to disguise myself, kept slipping back and I pulled it down over my hairline. My scalp was damp and sticky under the layers of cloth. I never wore a veil and was not used to its tightness under my chin. ‘What is Pashto?’


‘It is one of the languages spoken in the mountains of Asia.’


‘How far?’


‘Days and days of travel by land.’


‘By air?’


‘At least two flights.’


I unpinned the veil, loosened it, let some air in, tightened it again and checked that the face mask was in place.


‘Can I tempt you with a cup of coffee?’ He stroked his moustache with his index and middle fingers.


The seller either wanted to talk me into buying some of his souvenirs or make a pass at me. I stepped back. When tense, my right eyebrow arched up, a nervous tic that made me look like a villain. ‘Thank you for your help.’


He sat behind the counter. ‘Bir sey degil!’


‘Bir sey degil!’ I repeated the foreign words.


‘Don’t mention it!’ He smiled.


Clasping the locket, I wrapped the abaya around me, checked my purse and walked out of the shade of the market into the heat and hubbub of the city.


Taxis swerved tooting around buses, a truck full of breeze blocks was stuck in the traffic, street peddlers lined the pavements offering imitation watches and smuggled cigarettes, and the tamarind and carob drink peddler struck his cymbals rhythmically. ‘Quench your thirst!’ The pedestrians, a mixture of farmers, natives and immigrant workers, surged forward under the colourful kaftans and scarves hung above our heads. Someone touched my bum and I leapt forward silently. If I resisted or shouted, people would find out about the violation and all the shame would be mine. I bit my tongue, something I am used to doing.


I stood on the pavement in the scorching heat opposite the Grand Mosque, which, despite its delicate appearance and pink-and-white stones, dominated the square. I had no option but to find my father. If my grandmother died, I would live alone in that house, something this city would not tolerate. Only women of ill repute live on their own without a male guardian. I would be pursued by predators, ostracised, and my door would be marked. If I’d had any choice, I would have let him go, for he was nothing to me, not even a memory.


Who could help me in this big city? The world was a maze and I didn’t know where to enter it, how to navigate it and whether I would find a way out. If I asked the imam about my father’s whereabouts, he might give me a clue or two. My late mother told me that before he abandoned us, my father went there every Friday to pray and returned home late. The call for Noon Prayer rose out of its two minarets and filled the market with its eternal sound. I crossed the busy road and stood under the arch of its main entrance, something my mother had cautioned me against. ‘I lost my husband to religion, and I have no intention of offering my daughter on a plate to the nasty sheikhs. My name wouldn’t be Raneen if I allowed that!’ Her name was Raneen and she buzzed and chattered. The toothless mosque attendant soaked the mop in the bucket full of water, dark with grime, wrung it out, then wiped the floor. Steam rose as soon as it touched the hot marble. He stopped and gawped when he saw me leaning against the gate. ‘What do you want?’


‘I would like to see the imam.’ My eyes met his.


He wagged his finger. ‘Shoo! It’s prayer time. No women, chit-chat or nonsense.’


‘Please.’


‘Shoo!’ He raised the mop.


This mission was going to be harder than I thought.


*

I rushed to the gold market, past the juice kiosk, the cassette stand and the trinkets shop. The floor was swept then sprinkled with water to cool the air in its alleyways. The necklaces dangling in the show windows glinted in the sun. They were pure, high in carat and dark. If I were like other girls I would be shopping for a set with my future husband, not skulking like a thief. My grandmother had advised me to keep checking for nosy hags, relatives with wagging tongues and neighbourhood gossips. ‘No one must find out that we’ve resorted to selling our assets.’ I chose a shop at the end of the row and pushed the glass door open. When the air-conditioned draught hit my muslin-covered face, I shuddered. The trousers, shoes and hair of the man behind the counter shone in the electric spotlights. Spending endless hours cooped up in this shop, his skin was as pale as dough. I lay our gold on the glass display box: my grandmother’s Ottoman coins and jhumka earrings, my mother’s set, my two rings and pendant with turquoise beads. I fidgeted, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. If anyone saw me sell the family’s jewellery, there would be endless trouble. He ran his pasty fingers over our heirlooms then weighed them, jotted down a few notes, keyed in some figures on the calculator. ‘I’ll give you five thousand dinars.’


My grandmother had sucked her last tooth, a gesture that sometimes meant no and at other times wonderment, when she told me, ‘You must haggle with the greedy usurers.’


‘Ten thousand or nothing!’ I said. ‘Take it or leave it!’


He deliberated with his partner, who was in the back, probably fixing broken gold hearts and Allah necklaces. ‘Six thousand dinars.’


‘Ten thousand.’ I gathered the jewellery and began walking out, as I had been instructed by my grandmother. She’d said that it was probably worth twenty thousand.


When I was by the door, he called out, ‘Nine thousand dinars, cash on the table.’


I shook my head. Being stupid and stubborn, I gripped the door handle, about to leave.


He rolled the banknotes and tied them with a rubber band.


The muscle in my right cheek twitched.


I went back, dropped the jewellery on the counter and slipped the money into the hidden pocket of the abaya, before fixing the yashmak and heading out into the midday heat.


I walked through the hustle and bustle of the capital by the vegetable market, the Roman pool where nymphs used to swim, the shop that sells books on aliens and jinn, by the second-hand mobile stands and the amphitheatre up the hill to save the thirty piasters public cars charged per passenger. If I was going to find my father, I needed every penny.


The smell of bread preceded the sight of the long queue at the bakery. Dough kneaders dusted with flour sat on the platform in their underpants smoking. My grandmother told me that my father would come home at lunchtime carrying a sack full of flat bread, get a clean towel out, spread the loaves on it and leave them to cool down. The aroma lingered in our small kitchen. Did he give me a piece of bread to chew on or was my memory playing tricks on me? Did he ever hold me? Was I conceived by mistake or design? Did my parents want me?
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