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For my mother









I came to know myself, and this frightened me.


—JAMAICA KINCAID, Autobiography of My Mother


If sin existed, she had sinned. All her life had been an error, she was futile. Where was the woman with the voice? . . . And what about the continuation of what she had begun as a child?


—CLARICE LISPECTOR, Near to the Wild Heart


Verily, Allah forgives all sins.


Qur’an, 39, 53









I.





DOUNIA


Dounia moved from one air-conditioned environment to another. Beyond weather. Post-weather. The bleak landscape of Ras al-Khair rolled by through tinted windows: power, desalination, and mineral plants lined the shore; construction sites and shipping containers littered the dust-powdered desert. The Kingdom’s mineral capital would soon have the largest shipyard in the world. Slick videos promised a future of international tourism. Chinese cruise ships would dock at the port on Silk Road maritime tours, Russians and Asians would disembark to dine at five-star restaurants. Meanwhile, there was yet to be a secondary school, and the main shopping was two hours across the border in Kuwait or two hours east in Dammam. She’d never forgive Hamed for bringing her to this desolate industrial complex.


The car slowed at the security gate, and Dounia considered the green Saudi flag inscribed in white. Outside, the air was tinged with ammonia; inside smelled like leather. Raj, the driver from Kerala, loved the maroon Range Rover, treated it as his own, vacuumed it daily, and removed dust and dirt with a flannel cloth at sundown. Both car and driver had been a wedding gift from Hamed eleven months ago. The security guard waved them through, and the tires crept along the road of sand, winding through the maze of construction sites of the Dream Development. Her in-laws’ compound, her new home, was the first completed. Situated on the perimeter, this prime location would one day overlook a golf course. Now it was a dumping ground for cement pilings and orange mesh.


The house was modern: two white shoeboxes stacked on top of each other with a slab of concrete slicing down the middle—a crude addition to the already harsh landscape. The ground floor enclosed a central courtyard and a fountain with koi, seven already dead. Sliding shutters shaded and cooled the interior, and while the outside had a spare formalism, the inside had the decadence of a coiffed casket. Hamed’s mother, Basma, designed with a flair for purple: a majlis with lavender couches, silver tea trays with bouquets of silk lilacs on tufted plum ottomans, a dining room with violet place settings for twelve (she had yet to entertain a single guest), and a marble staircase with a grapevine of inlaid tiles winding beneath the banister. She and Hamed had arrived five weeks ago. Dounia had no friends in Ras al-Khair, and she spent her days in the compound with her mother-in-law: two women and an unborn child, all strangers to one other.


The pregnancy was the plan that backfired. Hamed vowed they would live apart from the family once she got pregnant. She’d conceived easily and was looking at homes in Jeddah, dreaming of dinner parties and schools, when Hamed’s father, Ibrahim, died. Her father-in-law was a visionary who knew how to sell the future; a man who conceived and led infrastructure projects, who dedicated his life to the country he loved, whose dreams were contagious and inspired those around him; a man with whom people longed to affiliate, including Dounia. Her father and Ibrahim had been childhood friends, now each with a construction company and eyes on building commuter rails across the Kingdom—a strategic partnership, a consolidation of assets, a union.


Her father-in-law had cast a glow of possibility across her life. Now, in the clearing, Dounia considered her husband. Hamed wore wire-rimmed glasses from Japan, and his perfectionism was stifling, like fussy confections displayed in specialty shops. He’d inherited the railway line that would connect mines in Kuwait to Ras al-Khair and eventually to Riyadh and beyond, as well as shares in the Mineral City Dream Development project. What he lacked in imagination, he compensated for in reliability, and when his infirm mother, Basma, insisted the couple move into her newly constructed luxury home, one of the first on the coast between Jubail and Ras al-Khair, Hamed had agreed without consulting Dounia; a flinty silence settled between them.


Six hundred thirty square meters, three floors, five bedrooms, seven bathrooms.


Maid’s room in the basement. Raj’s apartment in the garage.


The foyer was the punctum, the place that bruised her. Not the foyer per se, but the red Venetian chandelier, Dounia’s single contribution to the home. In Venice on their honeymoon, she’d watched an artisan expand glass with his breath. With hot irons, he stretched long tubular roses, twisted ringlets, and sculpted delicate grasses. When the pieces cooled, he gathered the glass stems into an inverted scarlet bouquet with a wingspan more than a meter. Beneath these reeds of red, she’d imagined finally making good on the promise of herself. So much seemed possible in those early days, but now the chandelier hung in the foyer of the Dream house, immobile, on the brink of shattering from the cold.


Hamed controlled the chill with a white remote. Central air consumed his obsessive nature. He called in technicians when it strayed half a degree above or below 15 degrees Celsius, a temperature requiring layers for Dounia but perfect for Basma. Sweaters and wraps hung in the entryway, on the backs of couches, beside her bed. Wool, cashmere, and cotton blends enveloped her expanding body, and when her husband returned home, it was the remote he reached for, his mother he went to see.


Dounia was a woman in revolt, majestic with pregnancy, her eyebrows and nose defiant brushstrokes on an oval face. In Jeddah, her womb had been a site of speculation. She cherished the half-formed thing and refused to know the sex; the fetus deserved freedom and she stockpiled the blessings for the child as if they were her own.


But a month ago, the new technician in Dammam announced the baby was a girl. Stunned, Dounia lay on the examination table as the nurse smeared gel across her womb and measured the grainy image on the screen for developmental milestones. As the baby’s heartbeat pulsed into the room, Dounia watched her mind skid toward female stereotypes and fears. This is where the kidnapping begins, she thought. We are all guilty. I must protect her.


Without thought, the lie of expecting a boy had unfolded in sidelong glances, the lowering of her chin, the return of her gaze, the way her lips curved upward. Secrecy bonded Dounia to her unborn daughter and conjured the illusion of freedom. But it was a stupid lie. Stupid because it would be impossible to conceal and unthinkable to confess. And the lie got passed down through family phone calls, shopkeepers, emails, texts, and social media, snaking along buried wires on the ocean floor toward Paris, murmuring on winds of ones and zeros across the Gulf, and ending in a blue pregnancy announcement embossed in gold.





JUSTINE


It was a vivid afternoon in April. Justine ran up the stairs of their fourth-floor walk-up. Despite the time, she’d stopped at the pharmacy for a bright lipstick to offset her brown cocktail dress. Winded with excitement, she fumbled for her keys on the landing.


The door swung open into a vaulted darkness. An aching presence greeted her, pulsed like a call box lost at sea, and hushed her mood. Their cat, Cornelius, a devoted and portly rescue, circled her feet, and she wondered if he’d been fed. She removed her shoes and tiptoed through the galley kitchen, where white lilies had been abandoned on the counter in their plastic sheath, stems dry, bound by an orange rubber band. That morning, she’d received a rave from the New York Times: “Justine Willard’s Curatorial Debut: The Opossum: America’s First Monster and Mascot. Finally, an exhibition that brings the American Museum of Natural History into the current conversation, upending the racial hierarchy that’s been entombed with Roosevelt at the door.” The opening was in two hours. Sean was asleep.


She followed the path to their bedroom. Sunlight cracked between the shade and sill, and Sean slept, a pillow over his face, his chest rising and falling with an occasional murmur. She counted his breaths. For months she’d come home to her husband asleep in the dark. He’d been denied tenure, and after a year’s grace period, he was now facing his final weeks of teaching. But tonight, she wouldn’t worry about Sean, his dearth of interviews on the American Studies job market, the notice from the Columbia housing office confirming their end of occupancy in August. She’d discovered the envelope, ripped open, on her dresser. Sean’s moods, which once rose and fell with regularity, now stood flooded and inert; his bright moon gone dark. And what about their daughter, their Wren?


She fumbled for her mother’s pearls in the wooden casket on the dresser and slipped into the bathroom. They’d planned to meet Wren at five o’clock at the corner of 105th and Broadway and walk through Central Park to the museum. She’d splurged on vintage lingerie and stepped into the high-waisted underwear embroidered with lavender pansies, slid her arms through the wide silk straps of the matching bra. They’d reminded Justine of the women she came from, mothers and grandmothers who packed with tissue paper and worried about unexpected trips to the emergency room in dirty underwear. The pansies spread across her belly and full breasts, displaying them with grace. She felt beautiful and sexy in them and would not allow the mirror to change her mind. She had tender skin that bruised and burned easily, and as a child, splashes of pink calamine lotion covered rashes and bites during summer months spent mostly in shade. Those Augusts under oaks morphed into dark winters in libraries and then the silence of archives, bending over specimens and reanimating the dead in her beloved dioramas. Sean had mapped her freckled skin, traced her blue veins like rivers, and named her intimate destinations with care. Her delicate plumpness as a child had settled into a grounded and zaftig appeal.


Justine removed the dress from the hanger and stepped into the brown silk folds of the 1940s cocktail dress, a nod to the original launch of the Hall of North American Mammals, a place where she’d now gathered artists and scientists from around the globe to reimagine the female opossum with meditations on colonialism, migration, and maternal care at their core. Initially the British had depicted the opossum as a monster—due to its pronged penis and double uterus—but with further scientific study, the small mammal’s expanding pouch and ability to carry more than a dozen offspring on her back elevated her to the quintessential symbol of migration of the early seventeenth century. In an interview, Justine couched the opossum as “a predecessor to the Statue of Liberty.” It was Sean’s insight and might have led to an argument, if he’d bothered to read the press.


He tapped on the bathroom door, a new formality of their estrangement. He raised the toilet seat and released a heavy stream of urine. The smell hung in the air and settled between the old green tiles and stained water fixtures. After flushing, he sat on the toilet and watched as she tied the lavender cummerbund around her waist. She saw pieces of him in the mirror: a cowlick, a watchful eye regarding her. He reached out, and she stepped backwards into his touch and felt the comfort of his fingers slipping the silk-covered buttons through their eyelets.


“We’re supposed to meet Wren.”


His fingers tugged and straightened her hem. “Beautiful.”


She placed her hands on his soft, sloping shoulders, but he avoided her gaze.


“You go on. I’ll meet you there.”


* * *


Across the street, Wren waved from a bench in front of a coffee shop. Justine watched her daughter register the absence of Sean and then quickly recover. She wore a brown baby-doll dress, to match her mother, with beat-up purple high-tops, and when Justine joined her on the bench, Wren presented her with a gift wrapped in tissue paper and twine.


“What? A present!”


“Just something I made. Open it.”


Wren beamed as Justine unwrapped the paper and string. Inside was a papier-mâché opossum, its narrow face intricately rendered, its body finely painted in strokes of grey and white, its long tail pink and delicate. Justine pulled Wren close and smelled the residue of chlorine in her hair. “It’s perfect.”


“Like the ones in your show . . . Shake it.”


Justine shook the marsupial. Something rattled inside. Wren relished surprises and any form of mischief.


“What is it?”


“Open it and see.”


Justine searched for a secret opening but found nothing. “I’m not going to destroy it, if that’s what you think.”


“It’s the only way.”


Justine flipped the opossum on its back and began to tear a small hole in its belly.


“Not like that. You have to smash it.”


“I’m not doing that. I want to keep it.”


Wren snatched the opossum from her hands and hurled it against the sidewalk. Justine watched it break on the concrete and slump at their feet like roadkill, but Wren laughed, giddy with excitement.


“Mom, it’s not that big of a deal. That’s what we’re learning in art class: break it and break it again. Picasso’s motto. Don’t you want to see what’s inside?”


Justine retrieved the broken pieces of the opossum and discovered two antique hair combs. Across the top of each one, Wren had painted miniature scenes: one with a mother opossum alone on a snowy bank, and the other with six offspring on her back.


“Dad found the combs. I just painted them.”


Justine allowed Wren to sweep back her hair with the combs, to reveal her slate-blue eyes that observed the world from a distance and confessed her loneliness when she laughed.


The sky was low and filled with mist and hyacinth as they walked arm in arm through Central Park. The forsythia glowed white beneath the streetlamps coming on at dusk, and as the darkness fell around them, Wren squeezed her arm. “I’m so proud of you, Mom. I really am.” But beyond her daughter’s admiration, Justine sensed anxiety, and she hooked her arm around her daughter’s waist, smiled, and greeted passing strangers.


* * *


Live musicians animated the hall with contemporary takes on early American music. Saws and spoons accompanied banjos, gourd fiddles, and sitars in rhythms forged through migration. Stone Fence cocktails, a mix of whiskey and bitters, circulated among the artists, critics, and museum members crowded into the narrow passageways. Embraces between corduroy, spring suits, and silk dresses mingled with hushed conversations against walls. Justine searched the crowd for Sean. Wren had disappeared with a friend, probably out on the steps with stolen cocktails and napkins full of cheese.


She stood in front of her favorite diorama, December at Midnight. A silence fell around her as she locked eyes with the wolves suspended mid-hunt on a frozen lake, their jaws open, a freeze-frame of instinct before they tackled their prey beyond the frame. A scene where visitors always lingered, and the only diorama from the original collection Justine had included in the show, with the subtle addition of a witness: an opossum in the snow-dusted branches. She’d spent hours discussing every aspect of the exhibition with Sean: the artists, colonialism, the significance of reimagining the diorama. Yet here she was, alone—a pyrrhic victory. It felt gloomy to celebrate without him.


A man with thick greying hair joined her at the glass. “Justine Willard. I’ve been looking for you. What a show. A real Walter Benjamin!”


He had a British accent and was the kind of man Justine never used to notice but, with age, had come to appreciate. He wore a wrinkled linen suit, no tie, and touched her dress sleeve: “Lovely . . .”


She leaned against the wall so people could pass, trying to place him. He bent toward her, fixing her with his gaze. “The falcon. Abu Dhabi.”


“I don’t even know where that is on a map.”


He laughed, sure she was kidding. “A modern-day Casablanca. That’s how I’d describe it.”


“Minus the gin joints.”


“Oh, no. There’s plenty of that.” He reached into his coat pocket for a business card. “Callum Salter, director of the British Museum. I sent you an email.”


She sipped her drink. “I’m sorry, it’s been so busy . . .”


He beckoned to a woman across the room. “We’ve been hired to curate the Sheik Zayed National Museum. I want you to meet the director. She’s coming now. Brilliant. Emirati. A PhD in art history, the material culture of the region.” An elegant woman with an air of authority approached. A black headscarf hung loose around her thick hair streaked with grey, and she wore Justine’s favorite shade of lipstick: poppy.


“Khadijah al-Daheiri—Justine Willard. I was just telling her about you.”


“Good things, I hope.” Khadijah smiled warmly at Justine, but her stateliness seemed to unsettle Callum.


“I’ll finish. Broad-minded and intimidating. Stalled projects are finally moving.”


Justine had heard about the museum district. Plum jobs. The Louvre and Guggenheim had not yet broken ground, but they were hiring curators and sponsoring talks. Creating a museum from the ground up. The salaries and benefits were excellent.


Khadijah’s dark brown eyes assessed Justine, and within moments she extended her hand in warmth: “I love what you’ve done with the opossum. Rare for the art world to infiltrate a natural history museum.”


Justine felt flattered and wanted Khadijah to know her interests were sincere. “My specialty is in natural history archives. Their intersections with material culture and the contemporary world.” She worried she sounded pretentious and vague.


“Callum wants me to hire you for the falcon exhibit. What you’ve done here, only bigger. More ambitious. The museum will honor Our Father Sheik Zayed. I was seven when he formed the UAE. I don’t know if you’re aware of his leadership? Extraordinary. His vision embodies what it means to be Arab in the twenty-first century.”


Justine was drawn to Khadijah’s bold aspirations, and she wondered what it would be like to leave the dioramas and dimly lit rooms, to cross the Atlantic and live thousands of miles away. People mistook Justine for a well-traveled person who spoke multiple languages, but she’d only traveled to Europe once. Latin, a dead dialect, was her foreign language. Like her opossums, she was nocturnal, but for a moment she imagined leaving the darkness for a shadeless sky, studying the falcon, giving Sean time to finish his book and Wren new experiences. Khadijah searched her face, waiting for a response, and Justine smiled vaguely.


Callum drained his glass. “The peregrine is calling.”





FLORA


The storm was early, but only by hours. The wind hurled across the sea toward a southern island in the Philippines. The window for evacuation had closed, and Flora carried everything her arms could hold upstairs to where they slept. Instinct hijacked sentimentality as she neglected her grandmother’s quilts, her college diploma, and photographs. Instead, she groped for cans of tomatoes and peaches, bags of rice, and, in the middle of this downpour—water. She filled every bucket and bottle with water and more water, squeezing past Joenard on the steps as he wrestled with an oversized TV. His fleshy stomach pushed against the screen, and as he struggled to hoist the monstrosity up the stairs, he groaned, “Fucking hell.”


“Forget that. Just get the food.”


He ignored her, his face red from exertion and beer. She gathered what remained in the refrigerator: bread, milk, eggs, butter, sticky jars of mango relish. She stumbled up the steps, bottles clanking in the bucket of her skirt, and emptied them on the bed beside her children: eight-month-old Datu in the lap of sixteen-year-old Pia. The three of them watched as Joenard struggled to wrap the television in a sheet.


“Dammit, you could help.”


Wind ripped the bamboo shades from the wall and presented a terrifying view of the hurricane: the sky was white, the sea was brown, and the air was filled with water. Palm trees bent and swayed like long-haired women above a rising tub. A puddle formed in the middle of the bed, and they clung to damp pillows. Datu sucked on his fingers and clasped the corner of his blanket with his fist. A bureau slid across the room. Flora brought the child to her breast, more as a comfort to herself, and leaned back into Pia. Joenard took hold of Datu’s foot for reassurance, but Flora folded the child into herself, and the man released his grip.


The gale thwacked the tin slab above them. The arms of the storm reached deep into their home. Ropes tore. Beams split. Pia screamed, and Datu began to cry. The roof ripped from the walls, waved upward, and then disappeared. Maybe into the sky, maybe into their neighbors’ house, maybe out to sea.


Joenard left the bed. “We need to leave. Now.”


Flora was unsure if she should trust Joenard, a man who’d moved into her home when they’d gotten pregnant with Datu, but he herded them off the bed, and they clung to the railing, staggered down the stairs, and waded out into the road, already thigh-deep in water. A large trash barrel floated by and Joenard caught it, grunting as he held on with one hand and emptied the trash with the other. He stretched out his arm for Datu, but Flora would not let the baby go.


She pointed to a blue bus on the hill behind them. “We need to go up. To the jeepney.”


“That’ll take too long.”


Flora tightened her grip and secured the blanket around Datu. “You go.”


It was maybe a minute before Joenard understood what she was saying. She could feel everything inside her harden around the child; though this man was stronger and in many ways more capable than she, a familiar distrust and hoarding took hold and revealed her misgivings about the man.


“C’mon!”


But Flora would not hand the baby over. Devastated, he climbed into the barrel without them. The bowels of homes floated past: broken beams, saucepans, and stuffed animals belly-up in the storm. Flora could not watch him float away, and instead she gripped Pia’s hand and led her up the hill in a series of small lines, zigzagging toward pilings, tree trunks, and branches, grabbing anything that would propel them forward, never letting go of her children until they finally reached the blue jeepney, crammed with people waving them onward, but when Flora revealed Datu in her arms, they squeezed together and welcomed them inside. The three of them slid between the wet bodies and settled into the human nest. Flora closed her eyes. It was muggy and breath fogged the windows. It seemed impossible, but they’d made it.


For a while, they were just families packed into torn leather seats, listening to the wind pound against the glass, but then a tidal wave upended the bus and toppled it on its side, transforming them into a soggy mess of bodies, and they fell against one another like soft fruit stuffed into canning jars. Water poured through the windows and swallowed their screams. Flora clung to Datu as the chaos of legs, elbows, and stomachs tangled around her. A foot wedged her face against the glass—blocked her mouth and nostrils. She gasped for air and squeezed Datu’s torso while shoving the foot off her face.


But she could feel it happening.


Datu slipping away from her.


And then gone.


Flora could never remember how it happened, how Datu disappeared, how she ever let go. She thrashed through the water, her arms sweeping and searching through knotted bodies as she wailed and groped for her baby: his thigh, his foot, his finger. Anything. She found his blanket. Her heart surged. She followed it to the end and discovered a tangled snake of absence.


“Datu, Datu. Pia! Find Datu.”


* * *


The town ran out of body bags. Flora slept on the bare floor of an open-air church that was now an evacuation center. A crucifix hung above a pile of rice bags with Bible verses written in black marker. Flora whispered prayers into a broken wall: “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.” She rolled over, her breasts hot and swollen, her body cold. She was not alone. Other mothers had lost their grip in the slick waters, had failed in their basic duty: to hold on. But Flora was not seeking solace. In hushed tones, she overheard relief workers delivering information. Thousands dead. Mass graves. An entire city flattened. A cruise ship catapulted onto shore.


Pia created flyers of Datu, hand-drawn pictures tacked to ripped tree trunks, walls drying in the sun. She appealed to relief workers sheltering bodies in old bedsheets, scoured the hill beside the overturned jeepney, and combed the shore. A woman led her to an area of unclaimed infants, and when she found him, she climbed up to the church and forced her mother into the sunlight, into the city where people were rebuilding their homes, past the families eating rice over open fires, candles alight in mourning within feet of the departed. Numb, Flora followed Pia through the algae of low tide, feces, and broken branches. She moved aside for people reclaiming refrigerators and couches, trailing behind her daughter through the silence of destruction.


“Joenard’s here somewhere,” said Pia. “He’s trying to put our home back together.”


Flora didn’t say a word. That life was over. Their home, the store, destroyed by the hurricane. Bibles, bags of rice, bags of beans, pencils, sponges—everything gone. Gone like Datu. No, not like Datu. Datu was dead. If only she’d trusted Joenard, her baby would be alive. She could not forgive herself for the selfish claiming of their child in that downpour. Not now, not ever.


Sheets, some printed with daisies and Mickey Mouse, wrapped the dead that lined the shore. A burlap bundle lay amid broken stalks of grass. Pia had wrapped her brother the way Flora taught her, but now only a cracked window exposed his closed eyes. Flora sank into the sand and brought Datu into her arms. Her breasts leaked in anticipation; a false alarm that made her weep.


Pia dug a hole beside her mother. When she was done, she pried Datu away from Flora and placed him in the grave.


“Joenard should be here,” said Pia.


Flora sprinkled a handful of dirt over Datu and prayed.


Together, mother and daughter reached into the coarse shore and filled the grave.


Their fingers touched as they patted the mound smooth. Flora found two sticks and wrapped grass around them to make a cross, and as Pia gathered stones and arranged them in her brother’s name, Flora observed the devastation. The air reeked of death, wet mold, and smoke. Flattened homes littered the beach. The landscape, their neighborhood, the city—decimated. She would have to break her promise. A promise she began whispering in church when she was seven, when her mother left to work in Japan: “I’ll never leave my child and do what my mother has done to me.”


Flora’s breasts were engorged, red and hot and hard; she needed a baby to suck that infection out. Pia could stay with her great-aunt in Mindanao and continue school. The Gulf paid a premium for Filipina workers; she’d become a woman gone, a mother sending money home.





ZEINAH


Zeinah’s father stood at the foot of her bed. He wanted her to consider a marriage proposal, even though girls in Raqqa were drinking antifreeze and committing suicide to avoid marrying ISIS fighters, even though her mother’s best friend, a surgeon, had fled across the border because no one can perform surgeries in a niqab. She watched her father’s hands search his empty pockets and then land on his hips, his fingers searching for a belt loop, something to hold on to. She heard her mother crying at the kitchen table, tears that traveled across floorboards, down hallways, and seeped into the rug beneath Zeinah’s bed. But still, the man was wealthy, her father said, and he promised to take good care of her.


In the beginning, Raqqa was the test tube for the revolution. Assad was too busy with Aleppo and Damascus, and he believed his payoff to the local tribal leaders would secure the city. Many people wanted the revolution, but few wanted to lead. Soon battalions controlled different parts of the city, policing broke down, and water and electricity were scarce. ISIS kidnapped activists and, like Assad, paid off tribal leaders for their allegiance, usurping the antigovernment forces. And initially ISIS offered relief from the chaos; they reopened the flour mill and reinstated local services. Everyone craved order and was grateful for the necessities. ISIS formed Islamic outreach centers, but they soon evolved into surveillance and spy organizations.


ISIS strengthened their mission through their commitment to family, offering bonuses for marriages, honeymoons, and offspring. They paid local sheiks to issue decrees, and foreign men arriving to build the caliphate were demanding wives. ISIS patrolled the streets and harassed women for not wearing the veil. There were rumors of murder and then the beheadings in Al-Naim Square. The central fountain where children swam last summer was now a theater of violence. Fear gripped families everywhere—at their kitchen tables and between their sheets, in the shoes they ventured out in. Meanwhile, the Syrian regime bombed neighborhoods to reclaim the city, abandoning its people in the cross fire.


Her father, once a Raqqa government official, now worked as a mechanic for ISIS in exchange for a meager salary. The marriage promised protection and Zeinah’s safety in an apartment nearby—a real concern for her parents after the kidnapping and disappearance of her brother, who’d participated in early protests against Assad. The marriage seemed impossible to refuse.


* * *


Zeinah clung to her mother in the kitchen and heaved against the faded flowers of her apron, inhaling the scent of onions and talc lodged between her mother’s breasts.


Her father waited on the stairs. “We can’t be late.”


Zeinah felt the slack in her mother’s embrace, felt her body recede, until she stood alone between the doorjambs.


Her mother and aunt boycotted the wedding—a legal proceeding in a beige room with broken windows. Her father and uncle were present.


A witness for the groom.


* * *


After the wedding, Zeinah sat on the dusty bench seat of a white Nissan pickup, a marriage certificate tossed between her and a man, apparently from Iraq. Omar, probably not his real name, had slid a ring on her finger—a ring she dared not look at but touched and twisted, discerning a considerable stone.


They drove through Raqqa. Death was in heat: groins sweating, beards growing, urine reeking. Men tucked loose trousers into flat-footed boots and patrolled neighborhoods. Wild dogs rolled in the waste, dry-humping strangers. Metal grates closed like curtains across storefronts on the abandoned streets. As they passed Al-Naim Square, Zeinah saw puppies eating from the stomach of a rotting corpse. Her favorite café was boarded up, daubed in black, tables and chairs upended in the dirt. A ransacked town square: ice-cream store closed, shelves emptied, no men on the corner comparing lottery tickets.


Omar wore a date seed tasbih around his wrist, but she did not have the courage to look at his face. The air drew tight around them, and Zeinah cracked the window, exhaled into the afternoon. Omar pressed a button, and she watched the glass slide up beside her, and then close. His power was unapologetic. He drove one-handed with an easy steer of the wheel and parked in front of a makeshift women’s clinic.


She watched as he squinted into the sun.


“I’ve arranged for you to have an IUD.”


A pink plastic bag blew across the street, and she watched as it skimmed the dusty sidewalk away from them. “You don’t want to have children?”


“No.”


A heavyset woman left the clinic with a young boy, who ran ahead of her. Wind billowed beneath her abaya, and she held it down as she lumbered up the street, trying to keep pace with her son.


“I thought that was the point.”


She felt his body stiffen, but his voice was flat: “For some. Not me.”


“I don’t understand.”


He closed his eyes. “It will weaken my will to serve God.”


Wind blew through the empty truck bed behind them. Neither said a word. Zeinah thought, This is our first conversation.


The door lock popped open.


“I’ll wait here.”


* * *


Zeinah lingered in the entrance of the health clinic. Women sat in chairs lining the walls while others paced with crying children in their arms. The mood was heavy, the facility understaffed, and people were irritable. She approached the receptionist and gave her name.


“We’ve been expecting you. Please come with me.”


Zeinah felt the judgment of the women in the waiting room and disappeared down the hallway, ashamed she’d cut the line.


The receptionist escorted her into an examination room. “The doctor will be right in. You can sit on the table.” Zeinah stood in the barren room, noting the rectangles of pale paint where medical posters of female anatomy must have hung.


The door opened and the female doctor entered. “Zeinah?”


Zeinah nodded.


“You’re here for an IUD. Do you know what that is?”


“Birth control.”


“You’re lucky. Have you ever had a gynecological exam?”


“No.” Zeinah regretted the lace underwear her mother had given her that morning.


“Why don’t you scoot down and put your feet in these metal stirrups.”


Zeinah slid down the table, unable to meet the doctor’s gaze.


“Okay, I need you to open your legs.”


Zeinah spread her legs, and the doctor folded her dress and abaya above her knees.


The doctor sighed. “I need you to remove your underwear.”


Zeinah rolled down her underwear and held the crumpled lace in her palm.


“I’m going to insert this metal device to open your vagina, and then I’m going to insert this small string. It may hurt, but it’ll be quick. Are you ready?”


She nodded.


“I’m sorry, but I can’t . . . I need you to open your legs.”


Zeinah’s body trembled as she willed her knees apart.


“I’m going to insert my fingers into your vagina with some gel.”


The cold metal of the speculum startled her, and tears rolled down her cheeks. The icy instrument slid deep into her vagina, where no one had gone before, and spread her insides open. Zeinah felt a pinch followed by cramps, and she wondered if the IUD was an act of kindness or preparation for abuse. She knew nothing about Omar, the man she’d married, but she was not going to eat rat poison; she was determined to survive.





ESKEDARE


The baby unfurls in the needled grass and blinks into the bowl of sky above her. It’s March in Ethiopia, before the rainy season, when the dirt smells like cattle and the air is full of jasmine. Her mother traces the stem of a blue birthmark arcing across the tiny hand and presses against the bloom beneath her pinky. She gathers the infant to her breast, and her mouth stretches into a painful yawn as milk releases into the eager jaw. For hours (it might’ve been days), the mother and daughter lie together, ears to the ground, listening to the earth breathe and sigh beneath them.


The infant points to a peak burning orange against the sky, a flame of promise.


“Eskedare,” whispers the mother.


Eskedare, the furthest and farthest point.


Eskedare.
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DOUNIA


Duty tugged Dounia out of bed like a marionette, belly first, then limbs. The chandelier caught the morning light, tossed red marbles across the tiles, and illuminated a path to the kitchen, where she waited for the water to boil at the soapstone sink. This part of her day was routine. She poured steaming water over the tea and set the timer to three minutes.


Outside, in the Saudi Dream Development, a gardener worked beneath a green mesh tarp. Rows of tomatoes and clementines slouched against wooden stakes and received a daily soaking of desalinated water from a Dutch sprinkler system. Despite these efforts, the plants wilted and lost their leaves. Today, the gardener arrived with a fresh pallet of plants, a different breed of tomato. The gardener’s efforts were futile, and Dounia found Basma’s insistence on harvesting fruit and vegetables from sand an indulgent form of torture on the plants. But the tomatoes reminded Basma of childhood, a time when she ran free from house to house and ate lunch from the neighbors’ gardens. Yes, it’s painful to accept the past is over, thought Dounia.


The timer rang. Dounia poured condensed milk into the tea until it turned caramel, added two heaping teaspoons of sugar, and set the silver tray with a white lace napkin. Once she considered adding her own teacup, but this ritual was about service, not camaraderie. She balanced the tray in one hand and pushed the elevator button, stepped inside the steel room, and watched the doors close. There was the familiar lilt of loneliness as she ascended the two floors before the doors opened.


“Dounia, is that you?”


She hesitated outside Basma’s room before entering. Minutes late, already a failure. She situated the tray on Basma’s lap.


“I didn’t know where you were.”


“The water took longer to boil today.”


Dounia took the tub of Vaseline from the nightstand and struggled to lower her pregnant body—legs spread, almost squatting—onto the stool at the end of the bed. She scraped beneath Basma’s toenails with an orange stick, washed her feet and legs with a warm towel and sandalwood soap, and then buffed her toenails with a pink felt board. For thirty minutes, she scooped tablespoons of Vaseline into her hands and spread the milky grease around Basma’s swollen ankles, across her arches, and between her toes. She traced the woman’s blue roped veins with her palms and circled her walnut ankle bones with her thumbs as Basma closed her eyes for quiet time, a time for Ibrahim and mourning. And in the silence, Dounia entered her own sorrow.


Mid-May. Paris. The Tuileries Garden. Months before the wedding. A dress fitting. Her sister had come along, and in retrospect, the entire trip was planned around that afternoon: the intervention. They’d gone to the Cy Twombly show at the Louvre. Dounia bought a postcard from the exhibition of a sand dune with the words “Wilder Shores of Love” scrawled in red across the sky. Twombly was an artist “who straddled the raw and the cooked,” and she wrote to Hamed how this could be their anthem. She was on the precipice of things and felt the adrenaline of an uninhabited future ready to take form, but she also was aware of trying to conjure something that still felt precarious and remote.


They ambled along the gravel paths of the garden, stopped at a cluster of green metal chairs beside a bed of hollyhocks, took off their shoes, stretched across the slats, and raised their chins to the spring sun. Not far away, men played bocce in the sand, and Dounia listened to the thud and tap of wooden balls.


Her mother had grown up in Paris, in Barbès, an Algerian neighborhood near Montmartre, a place she refused to show her daughters, because in October 1961, five months after she was born, her parents had marched in protest of the Algerian curfew and her mother, Dounia’s grandmother, had been killed. Her mother grew up with a single Algerian father who worked hard and was fearful of public transportation, a man who installed extra locks on doors. When her mother was twenty-seven, she met a Saudi man at the café where she waitressed near the Sacré Coeur and agreed to marry him and move to the Kingdom. When Dounia pressed for more details, her mother would shut down and say, “The story’s simple. France was never home.” And yet Paris was the location her mother chose for the conversation.


A plane flew overhead, and the three women looked upward toward the white trails blooming across the cloudless sky. In the silence that followed, her mother and sister regarded her.


“What?”


“I want you to know . . . I love you very much, and no matter what you decide, my devotion to you will never waver,” said her mother.


Dounia shaded her brow with her hand and looked at her sister, who now sat upright beside their mother. “Okay . . . ?”


“You’ve always been so . . . spirited,” offered her sister.


“Weddings feel exciting, but times are different now,” said her mother.


“And picking the flowers, food, and gifts for the registry feels festive,” added her sister. “I’ve been to dozens of weddings and seen what awaits you on the other side. I know you don’t want to end up like me, thirty and living with our parents, but I have more freedom than all my friends. Don’t think you’ll be the exception.”


But I am the exception, thought Dounia. I am different.


“After all this planning and stimulation is a life, your life,” continued her mother. “I want you to understand what you’re choosing. More and more young women are deciding not to get married. You can run the date farm, a very successful business you’ll both inherit. You’ll have your freedom. There are different ways for women to form a life.”


“So many of my married friends are unhappy,” said her sister.


“People get divorced now. Women can leave,” said Dounia.


“It’s a legal commitment, not easy to undo,” said her mother.


Dounia and her sister met each other’s gaze. “You want me to call off the wedding?”


“No. I’m asking you to think seriously about getting married.”


“Do you think there’s something wrong with Hamed?”


Her mother shook her head and seemed pained by her inability to adequately express her concerns. “Marriage is a relationship with the entire family. Your mother-in-law has tremendous power. Marriage is not for everyone. Motherhood is not for everyone. I did not understand how lucky I was. Nana taught me to manage the date farm, but now there are many opportunities for women to work in Saudi. You don’t need to get married. Not every woman should follow in the traditions of marriage and motherhood. You could start your own business.”


Dounia watched the men play bocce and envied the loose throw, the flight of balls hurled into the air, the thuds in sand, the huddle around landing. Her mother’s concern for her freedom was ill-timed and dubious. When she’d surprised her parents with her acceptance to Berkeley and Yale, her mother forbade the opportunity. True, she’d applied in secret and had not shared her passion for conservation and political science, but that was to avoid the public humiliation of rejection. Her months of research—taking virtual tours, following students on Instagram, and imagining afternoons on green quads, in large lecture halls, and all-nighters with black coffee—had ended in success. And she wanted to bring everything she learned back home, to contribute to the conservation and governance of the country she loved. She was nervous to tell her parents, and when she finally did, she was devastated by their response. Her father was proud but guarded in his congratulations. Her mother was furious and didn’t speak to her for days. There was no brother to be her guardian in the States, and her mother wasn’t about to move to California, much less New Haven. A week later, her mother hosted a celebratory dinner for Dounia’s acceptance to the women’s campus at King Saud University in Riyadh. She would never attend college in the States, and when Dounia was sullen, she was called ungrateful. Her mother determined the boundaries of her freedom, and this conversation in the Tuileries Garden was no different.


True, Dounia could stay at home, take trips with her family to London, Paris, and Japan, care for her parents as they aged. She’d inherit the date farm and beehives that had been in the family for generations. She’d become a steward, alongside her sister, of their history. But who wants to inherit a life?


Dounia fingered the edge of the postcard she’d written to Hamed. She knew she was trying to conjure love, but the desire to leave, to catapult into something new, was better than rooting into the familiar. Ibrahim, her father-in-law, was an impressive man who saw her potential. She’d thrive under his care. Her sister, whom she loved, would not, could not, become her life partner. She thought of Cy Twombly’s sculptures. House paint, wax on fabric, twine, wire, and nails. Marriage offered the same materials as her old life, but with the opportunity to reimagine something new. Twombly expressed ambition with household items. I can do that, she thought. I can change how I see. Create strange things from the familiar. She wanted to talk about the white sculptures, the crayon and colored pencil drawings, the still life series created from jars, but it seemed impossible to explain any of this to her mother and sister, who sat across from her, waiting for a response.


The next morning, they returned to Riyadh. Under June suns, wedding plans commenced: fonts, the weight of paper, shades of cream. A guest list of hundreds. No expense was spared, the invitations alone were $30,000, and when they toured the hotel on the Arabian Gulf, her father mistook Dounia’s longing and believed it could be sated with a view.


Basma’s sighs summoned Dounia back to the room, to her mother-in-law marooned in bed. A woman who described her feet as cushions of pins and needles. Neuropathy stunted her mobility, but her mind was still alive. Petite, like Hamed, her face maintained a dignity that failed to respond to any kind of touch. A woman who, despite her formality, insisted on the importance of human care and duty among family members. Dounia searched the woman’s features for signs of pleasure, to mark a path for her to follow, but nothing seemed to matter. Whether Dounia rubbed, pounded, or stroked across the woman’s skin, Basma’s eyes remained closed, her face indifferent, and Dounia dreaded the day when she’d drain and bandage Basma’s bedsore wounds.





JUSTINE


They’d started collecting boxes from their local grocery store. Sean assured her they’d get a sublet from someone going on sabbatical, but she’d begun to research apartment listings on her own.


Justine and Wren ducked beneath an umbrella of a fruit vendor on Broadway and passed melons back and forth, searching for the ripest one. Wren cradled a watermelon in her arms and gazed up at Justine: “Are we going to be okay?”


Justine took the melon from Wren, slapped the rind, listening to the pitch of the hollow thud, and handed it back to her. “That’s a good one.”


When they got home, Justine wrote to Callum and Khadijah and accepted the job offer.


Sean slept beside her. She wanted to fling her arm across his chest and wake him, curl into his body and tell him what she’d done, stock the room with whispers and plans for the future, but she sensed caution was called for. Outside, rain fell against the locusts in the courtyard. The thorned branches fanned into leaves against the grey-lavender sky. She’d miss this bedroom, the steam radiator, the curved window seat beneath the generous panes. The kind of room that promises a bright future. She’d tell him tonight after Wren had gone to bed.


* * *


Justine paced the apartment in a heightened state of elation and terror. She opened and closed refrigerator and closet doors. She couldn’t tell whether she was being reckless or heroic. She got out the cleaning supplies and poured Comet in the bathtub, imagining their future as she scrubbed the porcelain and grout. They’d save money. See the world. Things they’d always talked about.


And it could not come as a surprise. Sean had seen her these last few weeks, in the throes of intellectual adrenaline, sleepless nights of cutting and pasting links into research folders, printing out historic images across cultures and mediums. She had a photographic memory and would repeat details to anyone who would listen. Falcons were sexually bimorphic, portraying traits of the opposite sex; the female was heavier and fiercer than her male counterpart.


There were eggs, bacon, and fresh pasta in the fridge. She could make a carbonara. And in the cupboard was that bottle of expensive wine from one of her colleagues.


For Justine, a new research project was like falling in love: a time of endless possibility and discovery. Her appetite for knowledge was voracious, unrelenting, and exhausting for those around her. Clocking 242 miles per hour on the downward stoop, falcons were the fastest animals on the planet and had the capacity to hunt midflight because of a third eyelid that was activated on the steep descent. Once on the ground, they ravaged their kill. Mating videos revealed the male spinning in midair and the female responding, belly-up, backstroking into the wind. Once coupled, the birds mated for life, a span of approximately fifteen years.


They would eat in the courtyard. Sean might complain about the cold and wobbly table, but the day had cleared. She brought out the broom to sweep and found herself removing dead leaves from the beds of fading daffodils and budding tulips.


And Sean knew how much she loved birds. When Justine was pregnant, house wrens had nested in the linden tree outside their window. She loved their upturned tails, plump stomachs, and loud birdsong. In Europe, the wren was considered the king of birds, hiding in the eagle’s feathers and departing high into the sky when the eagle tired, and in Japan, the wren was considered a hawk, hunting boars by flying into their ears and driving them mad. Their feathers were protective talismans. Wren, the perfect name for a child.


* * *


They pushed their plates aside, and Sean searched for constellations in the light-polluted sky.


“And the tradition’s global, spanning continents, cutting across race and class. Even women.” She’d been stalling, going on about the falcon for some time now. “And today, I found a Syrian stone carving of a hunter with a falcon on his arm, prey in hand. And paintings from China and Korea with similar scenes from five thousand years ago.” She sensed Sean’s wariness and picked at the bread between them.


“I don’t want you to immediately dismiss what I’m about to say.” He was weighing his thoughts, choosing his words with care.


“Just say it.”


“Is it possible you think it’s exotic?”


She noticed Sean’s untouched glass and poured herself more wine. “Go on . . .”


“The travel, the subject matter, a museum built in the middle of the desert. It’s just . . . what do you even know about the falcon? How can you, as an American, curate an exhibit about Emirati national identity?”


“What did I know about the opossum?”


“That was an American exhibit.”


“Too much time with students.”


“Who?”


“You. Besides, I don’t question your obsession with concrete.”


“I think you just did.”


They were swerving into precarious territory, and Justine was desperate to veer out of their bitterness. She clasped his hands. “Look, there’s something I want to tell you. Something exciting.”


There was apprehension in his eyes, but she pressed on.


“I received the offer. Private school for Wren. A travel stipend. I was looking at the map. We could go to India, Lebanon, Ethiopia, Nepal . . .” Barely able to contain her excitement, she leaned in and whispered, “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”


She desperately wanted him to embrace her, but something unfamiliar flashed across Sean’s face and then disappeared.


“And there’s more . . . I don’t want you to be angry.”


His expression lacked reassurance.


“I said yes.”


He regarded her, stunned. An awful silence enveloped the courtyard.


She reached for his hand. “I did the calculations. We’ll make enough money for a down payment on a house.”


“Do you know how many people go to the Gulf to make enough money for a house? It doesn’t end well.”


“You’re going to dismiss eighteen million people sending money home? For most it does.”


Sean withdrew his hand. He didn’t seem at all grateful. Nowhere in his tone or demeanor did he register any relief or acknowledge that she’d found a solution to their problem.


“I’m sorry. It’s amazing news. It’s just . . . I’m not some trailing spouse.”


“Like when I came here for your PhD.”


“I’d say that worked out pretty well.”


“I didn’t know anyone. I didn’t have a job.”


“Christ, Justine. I can’t just escape my life. I need to be here for interviews. Once my article comes out and the book is published . . .”


“You don’t have a publisher.”


“University of Chicago has expressed interest. It’s out on peer review. And I have a class at Brooklyn College.”


“As an adjunct. That’s seventy-five hundred dollars. Where are we going to live?”


He grimaced, and she watched as he tried to gather his strength. “I’m happy for you, I am. You should go.”


Like the headlights of a daytime funeral, his response sobered her mind, and she was suddenly aware of the bigger picture.


“You want me and Wren to go to the UAE without you?”


“Or Wren can stay with me.”


“What?! I’m not leaving Wren. It’s her last year of middle school. Besides, it will be good for her.”


“We agree on that.”


“Where would you even live?”


“David’s going on sabbatical.”


David lived in a studio in Washington Square Village, and it dawned on Justine that this was not the first time Sean had thought of living apart. He rubbed his face, aware of the pain he was causing.


“A separation?”


“Not a separation. Just . . . time.” His eyes pooled with tears. “I need to get myself sorted. This won’t go on forever.”


She wanted to believe him, but she feared his depression, his vulnerability, had no limits, no edges; that it would consume her, consume all of them, and she needed to contain it.


He regarded her, his eyes pleading. “Have you never felt this way?”


She thought about her life, how from an early age, she’d created a home in the darkness, angled toward it, and found comfort there. Her years of creating and restoring dioramas, conjuring the illusion of life, were her small retaliations against death. Her anxiety catapulted her into action, energy, a violence that refused the void.


“It’s different for me,” she said.


They sat in the courtyard and nighttime gathered around them. Sean’s posture of control dissolved, and he began to weep. Justine felt his shame and aloneness, but despite her love, she could not bring herself to hold him.





FLORA


It was the Friday before Flora’s departure; by Sunday she’d be at the domestic training center in Manila. She’d gotten Pia settled in at her great-aunt’s, and they’d all gone to bed, but Flora lay sleepless in a cot on the porch, haunted by her betrayals of Datu, Pia, and herself. When her mother left, everyone consoled Flora, told her the missing would get easier, that her mother was giving her a better life. And in the beginning, the care packages and recorded messages on cassette tapes were exciting. Her mother’s remittances sent her to a good school with a uniform, and after twelve years, her mother returned home for medical reasons and died soon after—a stranger. Self-loathing soured her gut. Flora had promised herself and the Virgin Mary she’d never leave her children. Maybe one day Pia would forgive her. Maybe because Pia was older, her absence would be excused.


Flora wanted a cigarette, but she did not want to leave Pia with the smell of tobacco when she said goodbye in the morning. Still, she slipped through the screen door and out onto the splintered stairs. Bare beneath her thin cotton nightgown, the yellow bulb flickered above her, the buzzing and bumping of black flies and their blue wings in the night. The dirt was damp beneath her feet, and she felt empty and alone beneath the vast sky.


Puffs of smoke hung in the humid air, her elbow a triangle and then a line as she pulled on the tobacco and then exhaled. Flora heard the slap-spring of the screen door, flicked her cigarette to the dirt, and watched her daughter coming toward her: a long t-shirt tight across her expanding hips, brushing the hair out of her eyes, long brown calves sauntering forward, a glimpse of her future daughter.


“It’s okay. You can smoke.”


Flora’s heart fell between her legs, and she began to tremble. Pia stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her mother.


“Mom. I’m going to be okay.”


From the perch of her daughter’s shoulder, Flora watched the cherry from her cigarette fade.


This was not how she wanted to say goodbye.


In the morning, Flora caught a ferry to Manila by way of Cebu. The trip was forty-two hours up through the Palawan waters of the Philippines. She ate salted pistachios from a plastic bag on deck, created designs with the shells: snails, spirals, homes. But she spent most of her time with her eyes closed, sun and salt curing her wounds, soaking her dry—the destruction on shore suspended in a haze of flaring light. And she wondered if this was how her mother felt, if on some level it had been a relief to leave.





ZEINAH


A weeping willow shaded the building. Yellow leaves stuck between the cracks of the broken terrace. Omar led Zeinah up the dim and slanted stairwell to an apartment he said once belonged to an Assad official. He halted on the second landing and fumbled with the locks. The metal barrels resisted and finally clicked open.


Omar handed her the keys. “I hope you like it. They offered me an apartment on a higher floor, but the elevator’s always broken with the power outages.”


Orange curtains hung over the windows. The floors were bare, and a brown couch and matching chairs clustered around a glass coffee table with a twisted silver base. The kitchen was small and clean. Zeinah spread her palm across the glass of the microwave. “I’ve never had one of these.”


Omar opened the cabinets to reveal a fully stocked pantry: canned vegetables, fruit, and an entire shelf of beans. They laughed. A five-gallon blue water jug sat in a dispenser. She poured herself a glass, and he watched her throat open and close as she gulped and swallowed.


“Good?”


“Very.”


“I want to show you something.”


He led her into the bedroom. At the foot of a simple double bed, a Qur’an rested on a kursi stand. Omar unfolded a piece of paper from his pocket and awkwardly reached for her fingers.


“It’s from a book I had as a child. A book from my mother. Sorry, it’s torn. I ripped out the page.”


Omar’s hands trembled as he flattened the paper so she could see.


“She would read me this story. A love story. Between a boy and girl who meet when they’re ten. There are three plates. See? Here on the right, the girl carries the Qur’anic script, and on the left, the boy holds the tablet. In the middle, the couple bends over the Qur’an—bonded in their love for Allah—their teacher behind them.”


This was not what Zeinah expected.


“Please.”


He invited her to kneel at the kursi displaying the Qur’an bound in engraved leather. She ran her fingers along the indentations.


“It’s from Sudan. I took it from my family in Iraq before coming here.”


She unwound the leather cord and opened the onionskin pages. “It’s so old. So beautiful.”


“I was told you like to read. There are no books in the apartment. I hope it will sustain you.”


He stood behind her. She could feel that he was moved, and she turned to one of her favorite suras: “God is the light of the heavens and the earth.”


He responded. “We indeed created man; and We know what his soul whispers within him, and We are nearer to him than the jugular vein.”


“The jugular vein . . . That is so close,” said Zeinah.


Long shadows cast across the floor.


“I’m sorry, but I must go.”


“Now?”


“Your old phone and social media have been disabled. I’ve left you a new one on the dresser and inputted my number and your family contacts.”


She felt flustered by the news of his sudden departure, and the sparsely furnished apartment and bare tile floors began to spark a wariness in her. “What am I supposed to do all week?”


“I’ve arranged for people to bring what you need. Don’t go out. I’ll be back Friday.”


But Zeinah had never been alone.





ESKEDARE


The child is wild and fierce, and there’s no taming the twitch inside her.


“That girl makes elders feel small,” says her father.


Eskedare kicks off her mother’s back and runs ahead, scrambles down twisted paths with a water bucket. Her bare feet hold the seasons: soft in summer moss, itchy from dead daisy heads in fall, bruised from field stones in winter. She stacks rocks on trails to point the way home. By age six, she herds cattle, thwacks fur and muscle into line with a stick balanced between her wing blades. From dawn until dusk, she ventures further and farther away. Eskedare.


From the top of a hill, she watches men unroll a new image across a billboard: a golden cage, surrounded by palm trees, imprisons a woman with her mop and bucket. It’s an illustration, like in some kind of fairy tale, like some kind of warning. A lone woman locked away, but the cage is so beautiful.


The sun brings out the specks of green in her brown eyes, and as the sun sets, her shadow slips between the rocks, a tent of sky tears open above her and reveals the vastness of forever. Later, she swims through the dampness of night, drops her day on the floor, and wraps the stench of sweat, dried grass, and dung around her mother.


Angered by his daughter’s passions, jealous of her love for the mother, her gifts of wildflowers, seeds, and sketches in the dirt, he drags his lame foot across her offerings just to watch her blaze.


“You’re like wildfire in wind,” he says.


* * *





DOUNIA


Today, after the foot ritual, Basma asked Dounia to lie beside her on the bed. Dounia sat immobile as her mother-in-law moved her palm across her womb like a dowser divining for water. Every kick produced an unexpected hum of joy. Dounia closed her eyes and endured Basma’s incantation of possible names:




“Yaser.


“Mohammed.


“Omar.


“Ahmed. Oh, he kicked.”





Dounia evaded Basma’s beaming gaze.




“Saif.


“Abdullah.


“Karim.


“Rashid. That’s a foot.”





Dounia closed her eyes. She’d already decided her daughter’s name: Qadira Ibrahim. Qadira, who was powerful and able.




“Ali.


“Youssof.


“Abdullah—I keep going back to that.


“Shahid.


“Ibrahim.”





Ibrahim, thought Dounia. Ibrahim, who surrendered to God when the world was whole. Ibrahim, who purified spaces. Ibrahim, whose absence pervaded their lives. Qadira Ibrahim, a child who would animate and heal this home.




“Haafiz.


“Nasser.


“Bassam.


“Majid.


“Wasim. I always liked that name.


“Waleed. Not so much.”





Outside, Dounia heard trucks pouring gravel, the singsong alerts of vehicles in reverse. She imagined sending up a flare, hammering through the polished cement, but she was pinned beneath Basma’s hand on her tightening belly while her daughter punched through her womb like rising bread.


* * *


Hamed was rarely home. This week in London. Last week in Riyadh. The Dream Development rendered a promising life in 3D drawings: a boardwalk on the beach, a pool with cabanas and a café with papayas and smoothies, a grocery store, and a gym. Women walked their children to a day care with climbing rope structures based on designs from Japan. If Ibrahim were alive, she’d believe it, but without him, it seemed impossible. He’d energized her life with prospects, and now she felt useless and rotten. Like the tomatoes beneath her bedroom window, she’d never thrive.


The nights were particularly lonely, and sometimes, after Basma had gone to sleep and Raj had switched off the light in his room above the garage, Dounia took the car and drove to the beach, where she could watch the lighthouse. If Basma or Raj knew what she was doing, neither of them said anything. Her grandmother had taught her how to drive at the date farm. It was common in the rural areas for women to transport produce and livestock to the market. Her mother and sister had been right: beyond the wedding was a life, her life. She rarely saw another car on the dark roads. Hers was an immense country, and outside the major cities, different rules and ways of life persisted. One of her best days of courtship was when Hamed and Ibrahim visited the date farm. She’d driven them beneath the kaleidoscopic branches, explained the stages of growth and harvest, the differences between ajwa, safawi, and mabroom; the car had been a gift for her, a testament to that afternoon of dirt roads and brown fruit hanging in dark trees.


She rolled out of the compound and through the security gate. Once outside of the Dream Development she lowered the windows and switched the high beams on. She followed the empty highway toward Road 7, curving along the coast. She’d discovered the lighthouse online: a tower of red and white stripes anchored not far from shore, a signal for boats docking and departing from the largest port in the world. It was something she imagined talking about with her father-in-law. The largest port in the world should have a significant lighthouse. Jeddah has the tallest lighthouse in the world; Spain, the Tower of Hercules. Ras al-Khair deserved something noteworthy. He would’ve agreed, maybe even encouraged her to research lighthouses and speak with architects, maybe even put her in charge of the project. The family had lost its warmth without him. One person can make all the difference. Perhaps that’s what they needed, another person in the house. Someone warm. Someone who could change the dynamic, take care of Basma, the baby—all of them, really. If she insisted, Hamed could get his mother to agree.


She signaled off the highway and merged onto the connector road, a dirt strip following the shore along Jubail Conservation, a preserve created after the oil spills of the Gulf War, when Iraq released millions of barrels of oil into the sea to prevent U.S. forces from landing on the beaches of Kuwait. Dounia had watched video footage of the oil fields burning on YouTube: towering flames, black clouds, and oil-slicked beaches set to harrowing orchestral music. Currents and wind had brought environmental devastation down the coast of Saudi Arabia, and the Kingdom had forged preservation initiatives. Now, more than two decades later, meandering tidal channels, mangroves, and turtles nesting in dunes had returned. Tucked between the two industrial cities of Jubail and Ras al-Khair were unexpected pockets of shoreline where red foxes, golden jackals, and flamingos lived. The orange moon hung low in the sky, and she switched off her headlights as she drove along the Gulf toward the lighthouse in the distance.


Dounia took off her shoes and walked down to the beach. The water and wind were the same temperature, and she hiked up her dress and sat on the sand—feet in foam, swollen belly between her bent legs.


Weeks away from birth, the baby was restless, impatient, and woke Dounia with kicks in the middle of the night, yanking on the cord of their connection, ready to hatch, insistent on being born. I was like that, thought Dounia. But it seemed the baby no longer listened, and tonight, with her ankles buried in dark waters, Dounia began to fear the infant’s departure. Misgivings clenched her chest as she considered her miscalculation: the pregnancy and looming birth. Had she incubated a stranger who’d leave her ransacked? Were the knocks on her belly, once signals of companionship, now bangs of mutiny? But worst of all, she resented her daughter’s strikes toward freedom.





JUSTINE


i.


They all embraced on the airport curb as the bellhop loaded their luggage onto a cart. Justine was the first to break away, and she watched the place she’d occupied disappear as Sean and Wren held on to each other.


“Before you know it, we’ll see each other in Nepal for the school trip. Honey, do you have that letter?”


Sean pulled away from Wren and extracted an envelope from his pocket. “I was gonna give it to you.”


He’d procrastinated on the form, a No Objection Certificate granting Justine permission to sponsor Wren on her work visa. He’d waited until the last minute to get it translated into Arabic. It was on Columbia University letterhead, but Justine let it go. No one was going to check his employment status.




To: Khadijah al-Daheiri


Date: August 24, 2014


Subject: No Objection Certificate: Wife & Daughter


Dear Madam,


This is to certify that I, Sean Barron, holder of passport no. 8412694, have no objection to my wife, Justine Willard, holder of passport no. 234690, undertaking full-time employment at Saadiyat Cultural District as a curator for the Sheik Zayed National Museum in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, to sponsoring our daughter, Wren Willard, holder of passport no. 261774, on her work visa.


Regards,


Sean Barron


Columbia University


New York, New York 10027





ii.


They arrived in Abu Dhabi at sundown, seven thousand miles and thirteen hours later. Before customs, Justine passed a liquor store where expats stocked up on wine and liquor, but she was too exhausted to shop, and in a jet-lagged haze, they waited outside in the pickup area beside large portable air conditioners struggling to conjure a breeze. An Etihad driver greeted them and opened the back door of his limo, where a console of bottled water waited, and as they pulled out of the airport, Justine and Wren gazed out their respective windows onto a highway lined thick with palm trees and sprinklers arcing across green-grass meridians.


“I read somewhere that the UAE has more than forty million date palms. Those netted bundles up there weigh more than three hundred pounds.”


Wren did not say a word. Justine watched the red taillights of the cars and wondered what was really happening. For seventeen years, she and Sean had known the details of each other’s days, familiar with the books on their office shelves, the mugs they drank from, the socks they wore. Now she lived in a country Sean had never seen, in a time zone eight hours ahead of Manhattan.


iii.


Thirty-five floors above the city. Never had she lived in rooms like these: air-conditioned, cold tile floors, views overlooking the city. The corner apartment faced north, with views of the Gulf. Directly below them was Qasr al-Hosn, the first fort built in 1761 and home to the first national archives. Beside it was a roundabout, and in the center was a fountain in the shape of a lotus flower, no longer in use. On a clear day, she could see the bridge to Saadiyat Island—the future site of the Louvre, the Guggenheim, and Sheik Zayed National Museum.


Justine let Wren take the master bedroom with the terrace and said she could do whatever she wanted with the walls. In the windowless kitchen, they hung a world map on a bulletin board and pressed a red pin into the UAE. On the cabinets they taped images of places they wanted to see: the bamboo forests of Japan, the sunken churches of Lalibela in Ethiopia, the wildebeest migration in Masai Mara, and the lazy river at Yas Waterworld in Dubai.


iv.


Cornelius arrived in a carrier from his transatlantic journey and kept Justine company as she did research at her desk, thirty-five floors above the ground. No bugs or beetles or birds, but last week, a man in a blue jumpsuit and harness arced across her windows with a squeegee. She did not know whether to wave or pull the blinds, and she’d retreated into the kitchen and waited for him to leave.


v.


Three mornings a week, Justine passed women walking beneath colorful umbrellas as she jogged around the abandoned Al-Manhal Palace, once home to Sheik Zayed. Through the cracked walls of the back perimeter, she saw remnants of formal gardens, sheds with broken windows, and shirtless men brushing their teeth at an outdoor spigot.


vi.


The top bunk in Wren’s room remained empty. Despite having friends, it was not a sleepover culture; weekends were reserved for family. Justine planned excursions: kayaking in the mangroves, bicycling along the corniche, jumping on the trampoline at Mina Port, skiing at the mall in Dubai, an outdoor concert at the Sharjah Art Foundation, but there was a loneliness to their lives, the empty air-conditioned malls, the city built on top of a desert. The fantasy of her and Wren taking on the world dwindled, and she felt her daughter withdrawing and assessing her.


The penthouse had a gym, sauna, and pool, and on Saturdays there was a snack bar that served ice cream and hamburgers. They’d swim and lie on deck chairs, Justine tucked beneath an umbrella with a book. Wren spread out beneath the milky sky lost in the world of headphones.


At home, Wren spent her time on the terrace knotting bracelets and belts for new friends. She’d sit with her back against the wall, tie colored strings around the neck of a large blue water jug between her legs, and watch the sun go down. Justine yearned to sit beside her and make macramé belts, but she sensed she wasn’t welcome. She considered her life after Wren departed for college and began to fear the future.


vii.


While Wren was at school, Justine worked alone at her desk on the falcon. Sean had instructed Wren not to tell people her father was Jewish, that kids have their own code and will find each other through apples and honey at lunch.


In the afternoons, the neighbor practiced his clarinet, the same notes, up and down the scales, day after day, invoking an atmosphere of lonesomeness and dread that she tried to amend with honey cake and sugared cookies with coffee.


viii.


She visited the falcon hospital, where a fifteen-foot sculpture of a peregrine greeted her in the roundabout of the parking lot. Like so many things in the UAE, the falcon hospital was the best in the world, taking in more than eleven thousand birds annually. Since the capture and training of wild falcons had been outlawed, breeding had become one of its specialties. Inside, pale leather couches lined the beige walls, and falcons waited on Astroturf benches in leather hoods and jesses to calm their nerves. Low-angle portraits of sheiks and their prized birds were displayed prominently on the walls and above the reception desk.


On her way to the bathroom, Justine discovered a small falcon exhibit tucked into a dark room. Wall text accompanied jars displaying the stages of development in formaldehyde. Cracked-open eggs revealed blue-headed babies with resin beaks and three-pronged talons. Farther along, a striped falcon folded in upon itself, its claws like swollen fingers. Another specimen bent forward as if preparing for a somersault; a purple bruise extended from eyelid to scalp, red feathers frayed across its pimpled skin, and tiny teeth pointed outward from its gums. Justine recorded reference photos on her phone.


Inside the hospital at least twenty falcons donned headdresses like old women perched on park benches: black leather with beads and fringe, brown with beige stitching, some with feathers like those on a tomahawk. The birds were different sizes with various striped markings. Some were solid black or brown, and most of them were there for annual checkups, infections, or broken wings.


A vet in scrubs examined falcons on a stainless-steel table. He held a bird down and removed the hood as an assistant slid a cone over the bird’s head.


“Calms the nerves,” he said.


The falcon was weighed, claws clipped, beak cleaned, and blood taken. In Justine’s conversations with the doctor, she discovered that most of the falcons slept in the same room as their owner and had their own perches throughout the house. “Nothing like dogs. Trained but never domesticated. They’re not pets, their wildness is respected.”


Justine wandered outside to a vast green tent with a vaulted ceiling and mesh windows that housed the birds overnight. Inside, her feet sank into the sand, and the air was cool. The sun cast green-and-turquoise shadows through the tarp, and she felt relieved to be in this makeshift oceanic atmosphere with falcons flying overhead and landing on perches. So much of what she’d seen in the UAE was the built environment; the heat kept people inside. The birds called to one another, swooped from perch to perch, tiptoed and took flight. When they stopped to listen, Justine listened too. Birds had always existed for her at a distance, however slight—at a bird feeder, in the woods, on the marsh or seashore—but that afternoon, as she lingered in the dim green light, she ventured into a different kind of closeness, an intimacy that reminded her of the visit to the Grand Mosque.


At the Grand Mosque they’d put on abayas and taken selfies in the bright marble courtyard lined with pillars. Inside, they’d walked on the largest carpet in the world. She’d never been inside a mosque before coming to the UAE and knew little about Islam, but the central conceit of submission, of the public call to prayer inviting people five times a day into a relationship with the divine, was different from anything she’d encountered in Judaism or Christianity. Each day, Justine was becoming more aware of the differences between her American stance of manifest destiny, bending the world to comply to her will, and a more open and reciprocal relationship to the world offered in Islam, and this fundamental difference was evident in each country’s national symbol: the eagle and the falcon.


On the face of things, the birds appeared similar, living on currency, aviation, podiums, and state buildings. But the eagle and falcon were fundamentally opposed; the eagle was a loner, while the falcon was cherished, in a profound and bonded relationship with humans that had persisted for centuries. But Justine feared these insights were the thoughts of a foreigner and perhaps Sean was right: it was impossible for an American to curate a show on the falcon, the national symbol of a country she had no part in.


ix.


The adrenaline of curating a high-profile exhibit halfway around the world, the money, the buildup of goodbyes, the private school for Wren, and a spacious apartment with in-unit laundry had been heady and exciting, but now Justine felt unsure of how to proceed. She’d been excited to leave the safety of archives, her solitary years of conjuring the illusion of life through painted backdrops and skeletons wrapped in wire and fur, her perfect dioramas. She’d felt ready to get outside, to join the living, but the landscape felt impenetrable, and she’d failed to make a single friend.





FLORA


Women from all over the country checked in and received their welcome packs. Flora sat in a metal folding chair beside rows of potted plants used for class demonstrations and flipped through the pages of her training handbook:


WHAT YOU SHOULD NOT DO:


1.   Do not steal.


2.   Do not run away.


3.   Do not lie.


4.   Do not be rude.


5.   Do not show “long face.”


6.   Do not be homesicked.


7.   Do not be stressed.


8.   Do not look for a boyfriend.


9.   Do not abuse the kindness of your employers.


10. Do not use employer’s telephone.


11. Do not stay overnight outside employer’s house during day off.


12. Do not bring any friends or visitors if you are left alone in the house.


13. Do not sit in the sofa or in the dining area in relaxed manner. Do not sit on employer’s bed.


14. Do not wear tight-fitting clothes, thin blouses, shorts, sexy underwear.


15. Do not wait for the employer to push you and remind you again about your tasks.


16. Do not eat at the employer’s table unless permitted to do so.


17. Do not request for a Saturday or Sunday holiday.


18. Do not use radio or stereo.


19. Do not drink alcohol or smoke cigarettes.


20. Do not mingle with maids who are a bad influence. Do not gossip.


21. Do not resign.


22. Do not open employer’s personal email.


23. Do not open drawers in the house without employer’s permission.


24. Do not join organizations or groups because they might put you in trouble.


25. Do not use employer’s belongings without permission. Better, do not even attempt to borrow.
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