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Chapter One


Concerning the Second Departure











“Your sandwich! Run and rescue your sandwich,
Your Majesty, it’s burning!”












I had not thought that your second departure would be very hard on me, intolerably harder than the first. I had not anticipated that it would bring me so much sadness, that it would sicken my body and trample my insecure existence with a heavy, negligent tread, that it would cut so deeply into my spirit. After all, I had prepared myself for your departure, that self that incites to harshness and ostensible callousness, by inventing quarrels and bickering during the last few days before you left – quarrels of the kind that harbour mounting intensity arising from nothing, absurd, painful rudeness, and unjustified flares of rage. Quarrels that are a rebuke to the self, to my own self, a deepening evocation of pain in the heart, in my heart, loaded already with many times more than its capacity to comprehend absence. As usual before a difficult departure, I unloaded my accumulated wrath with the world on you, pouring out my resentment of the intransigent arrangements of life onto your own arrangements, which you wanted to keep far from my own. I struggled to love you less, but all I could do was to love you more.


“I hate you.” You said that to me in a voice that tattled anger, your eyes shooting out burning rage.


“I love you.” I whispered it in my heart, covering my face with both trembling hands so I would not see you while you hated me.


Then you said, “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!” grinding your feelings and gnashing your teeth – those very teeth that had made me drag you to the dentist two days before you left, so he could clean the plaque from their roots, after I had scolded you for not taking good enough care of them. Then I closed my ears so that my troubled spirit would not be able to hear “I hate you” repeated three times, emphasised by the eruption of your young body, still childishly disdaining all rules of adult nutrition.


At your first departure, I shed burning tears for an absence I had not yet experienced or prepared for, one likely to bring yearning yet unknown. “It’s only a few months and I’ll be back with you,” you said, struggling with a tear stuck at the edge of your eye. When my sobs became audible, mixing with airport announcements asking travellers to make their way to their flights, you hugged me, becoming a youthful mother. You borrowed my clinging arms and impressed your body on mine, your body bored and hurrying to slip away from my embrace, mine worn out from weeks of preparation for your departure. You spoke with a smile that held some disapproval of my weeping, which embarrassed you amid all the people in the airport, who enjoyed the dramatic scene of the touching farewell: “I’m going to study, I’m not going to war!” Then, when you succeeded in freeing yourself from me and passed through passport control, you half turned and from afar gave me a look that crushed my spirit for days to come. You were afraid, really afraid. But the childish pride dormant within you, so gentle secretly but outwardly rebellious, kept you from saying, “I’m scared.”


At your second departure, I wept hotly for absence I had experienced, absence that delighted in its deed as it distanced itself, not looking back, striking to the depths of life, of bodies, of souls yearning to meet, absence rooted in the routine. It was not yet routine for me. Its obdurate and probable unrequited yearning seemed improbable to me and unbearable, utterly improbable and un-bearable. I swallowed the sobs rising urgently from the heap of bitterness accumulated in the valley of my soul. I strangled them before they reached my throat, which I constricted violently. But I could not strangle my tears. They flowed densely and slowly, thick and freighted with sadness unrelieved by any hint of joy, sadness of the kind that turns into a permanent condition of daily life. We were in the same airport; perhaps we met the same faces as before, though neither they nor we remained in the other’s memory. For airports are repositories of absences and passing lives; meetings and embraces in them are only temporary victories or the reflections of recorded defeats, since there is no true, stable victory other than departure. What grieved me was that your face turned less towards me and more towards passport control. When my tears would not stop flowing you shot me the reproachful look of a child who has grown up a little, saying with a touch of toughness, “It’s only a year and I’ll be back with you.” How can the trip stretch out longer, and yet the thought of it still seem reasonable and less painful? It’s not because the first departure was less anguished, but because the second, with its proposed absence of a year, could be expected to be the norm. Does one trip pave the way for another? Do we practise on a shorter trip so we can bear a longer one? Or do we become professionals at leaving and travelling, as we have become professionals at living in cities that are not ours, in homelands that belong to others and that spit us out when they tire of us? Have I ever told you how much it angers me to come across the phrase “The time has come to leave” in wretched, meaningless writings? As if leaving is assumed to have a time. Leaving, little one, for people like us, for people who are hereditary refugees like us, spans our lifetime, and it may even overflow our lives and go beyond them.


I wanted to keep you as long as possible in the ambiguous space for leave-takings in the airport, while you wanted to disappear quickly into the distance. You were listening more to the announcements urging travellers to head for their flights than you were to my advice, repeated for the millionth time. You weren’t listening to my disjointed, breathless, disorganised phrases, which fell from me and scattered in every direction on the floor while I futilely tried to gather them and put them in order. My words during the very last moment before your departure were not intended for their content so much as they were to cover an imminent collapse that was stealing into my joints and gnawing at them with increasing speed. I did not collapse, however. I believe the reason was related to my broad experience in enticing sadness and having compassion for it, related to being accustomed to living in its frustrating, demoralising climate. My feet carried me to the scene of the expected parting at passport control. “Don’t cry!” you said to me; “I won’t,” I replied, nodding, but the tears did not listen to you. “I love you,” you said, embracing me quickly. “I love you more,” I said, trying to prolong the embrace. You moved away. I waited for a look from you, by which you would sign the painting of your second departure as you had the first. But you did not turn around, you did not send me so much as a glance I could lean on during days at odds with each other, as sunrises with sunsets. To console myself for the fact that you did not look back (unintentionally, as I hoped), I tried to convince myself that like Majnun’s beloved Laila, “your tears flowed only from afar”.


When I got home I closed the door and turned the key twice in the lock. Then I leaned my back on the door and gave my soul over to collapse.


I collide with your smell, playfully present in the house. I listen to your talk that does not want to end, then suddenly you disappear, just as you used to alternate between appearing and disappearing when we talked in the kitchen while you made me a cup of tea with mint. I would be looking for something in a kitchen cabinet, and when I raised my eyes I would not find you; only the tail-end of your endless talk would be clinging to the tea bag plunged in hot water, coloured by the radiant green of the mint leaves. Then I would hear a voice or what seemed like a group of emotional, entangled voices. I would imagine that you were conversing intimately with your leaping imagination. You don’t know that I observed you at times during the manifestations of your sudden disappearance in the middle of our talk. Once it was as if you were speaking to someone in the empty space before you, then your eyes darted and your head lifted as if you heard a story you had yearned for, or had stumbled on a great discovery. You turned in a circle, trying to embrace the surprise that had struck you, so that it would not strike any being other than your own. Once you stood at the window of your room, inclining your head to one side, humming a song whose echoes slumbered within you, like an old woman cautiously, selectively spooning out her secret memories.


I put my hand on my cheek. “You forgot your favourite cork sandals,” I say to myself. The remains of a drink stagnate in a glass standing on the edge of your desk; you’ve become addicted to iced peach tea. Your little silver earring lies abandoned on the computer table. You’ve hated earrings ever since you were little, and now that you’re older (though not very old), you still resist adding any adjustments or embellishments to your clean look. Your fresh, girlish form refrains from any artificial luxury, refuses the cosmetic lies of adults. Even now there is a struggle when Evie, the Indian woman skilled in hair removal, places you in the beauty salon chair to shape your eyebrows, left in their natural state. You used to kick and rebel, unleashing a torrent of Arabic invective, drawn from the dictionary of childish anger, at poor Evie: “Damn her father, inshallah she’ll die!” Evie would laugh, sensing your rebellion, then put her hands around your lovely face, reddened from fury and the pain of plucking the small, sensitive hairs. I bought you pink lipsticks and others that were transparent and shiny, just to protect your lips that cracked quickly in the dry air, or to add a touch of colour and shine to them; but you did not use them, leaving them to dry out. I bought you a hairdryer and two styling brushes, but you let your hair dry in the open air after washing it. If your hair rebelled and raged, you tied it all uncombed in a wild ponytail, or twisted it quickly into a braid that was neither in the middle nor on the side. I bought you hair clasps, slides, coloured ribbons, and small combs studded with beads and crystal stones; you filled your drawers with them and made do with black metal hairpins, pinning your hair back any which way, for you would never allow a single stray lock to impede your eyes as they advanced slowly over a painting by Frida Kahlo, from a volume of her work that you refused to lend even to me, or while you savoured the flavour of a work by Andy Warhol in the huge, daring volume I had given you for your eighteenth birthday.


You had not hidden your desire to own the book, that enormous volume bearing the title The Giant, gaily acknowledging that it was nearly half as tall as you were and half as heavy. I had sneaked back to the bookshop in the market one evening without your knowledge; I was frightened both by the size of The Giant and by its price. I returned home weighed down by it, and put it on your bed while you were in the bathroom. I expected you to be surprised by it. I expected that you would shout, as you usually did when something unusual in life, in your view, surprised you with joy. You entered your room; I stood outside. There was a moment of silence, and then a cry flew from you that pierced the very ears of the sky. You ran towards me, leaping, spreading your happy being all around me. You were joyful in a way I had never before read in your eyes or your body. You picked up the huge volume and clasped it to you. It was too heavy and you fell over on your back, with the giant weighing down your chest and covering you. You laughed, you laughed a lot, and long, and loudly; you laughed until you choked. At that moment I hated my life less. And only at that moment, I loved my life more.


I enter the kitchen, smelling something scorched in the heavy, enclosed air. You had eaten your last grilled cheese sandwich before you left. I scrape off the remains of the burnt bread and the melted cheese from the toaster. How many times have you forgotten your sandwich, leaving me to rush towards the odour of burning bread and melting cheese, while you were absorbed in some beautiful or exotic scene on YouTube, or in a pirated version of Vittorio De Sica’s film Bicycle Thieves on some Internet site, or in the translation of lyrics by Jean Ferrat, at the request of Friends of Poetry on Facebook. I pick up the remains of your “crime”, which you’ve left in the toaster, and spread them in front of you. “Look at that!” I say to you. “Look at that!” you say to me, pointing to a web page showing a black-and-white picture of Bobby Sands. With the ardour of a believer who has just found the superior qualities of a new religion, you talk about the Irish resistance fighter and leader of the hunger strike movement in 1981. After the strike had gone on for sixty-six days, Sands died of grief, injustice, and emaciation, at twenty-seven years of age. You open your eyes wide, as wide as the horizon, as you describe the popular anger aroused by Sands’s death, as if you had been part of that anger. I ask you about the burnt sandwich, and you join the thousands of Chilean activists who were taken early on the morning of the military coup against the elected president, Salvador Allende, and brought to the Stadium of Chile in Santiago in 1973. The Chilean singer and poet Victor Jara was among them. In tones of mourning unaffected by the passage of time, you say, “They beat him, tortured him, and crushed his hands, which had played the most beautiful songs on his guitar.” From the heart of the events, which your spirit has lived through moment by moment, you tell me how his torturers mocked him, asking him to play his guitar when he was stretched out on the ground, and how Jara challenged them by singing part of “We Shall Overcome”. In the end, they fired all the rounds of their machine guns into his body and threw the corpse into the street. You read me part of a poem Jara wrote just before his execution, writing it on a scrap of paper he hid in the shoe of a friend who had been with him in the humiliating march to the stadium. Hope retreats from your voice as you enter the seasons of black sadness. Then you claim that something has got into your eye, as you rub it and keep the tear you’ve hidden from falling.


“And the scorched sandwich?” I ask, irritably.


“So what? Is it the end of the world?”


I talk to you about the mistakes of revolutions; you talk to me about the crimes of regimes. I warn you about embracing puritanical ideas that cannot be shaded, and you warn me about wearing shades that don’t suit me. “Fine! What do you think of this shirt on me? Is it pretty?” You shake your head, unconcerned. Here I must admit that you lead me more than I lead you. You pull me out of the dictates of my reality, to which I’ve submitted, and return me to the age of dazzling dreams, if only for a time. For days and weeks I surfed the net to find the song “El Aparecido”, in all the versions available. The one I liked best is the one sung by Victor Jara; I downloaded it from YouTube, accompanied by an album of pictures of Che Guevara from the era of his quixotic rebellion, from the dream to the nightmare, ending as the song finished with a picture of him shrouded on a stretcher after his execution, giving his torturers the exact same look as had Christ from the cross. I wept for him with a broken heart, as if he had died yesterday.


You don’t like crying, at least not in front of me. If tears should overcome you, you take refuge in the nearest shadows to conceal them. But you don’t know that I see you. I can make out the water in your eyes about to spill onto your face, I sense your tears wanting to speak while you silence them. You mock me, the weeper, with my appetite for tears at any and all times. I weep over a song with an anguished melody, without understanding the lyrics. I weep over a film, even if it has a happy ending. I weep for a worker washing cars, his face burnt from the embrace of God’s own dispassionate sun, eyes yellowed from successive hardships in an extremely rich emirate. I weep over an old man in his sixties with one leg and a worn crutch, dressed in camouflage pants left over from bygone military service, selling lighters and cheap packets of tissues and balloons in the shape of rabbits that don’t hop and birds that don’t fly, at a traffic light in a kingdom that houses all the contradictions on earth. I weep for a little boy who has spread a display in front of him on the pavement, offering keyrings and cheap leather wallets and fake Ray-Ban sunglasses, while he leans his shoulders against the wall of a mosque and lets his head hang down like a heavy fruit on a thin branch, in a city that has deviated from any rational historical context, where a handful of cursed people are crammed into a cramped life. I imagine this little one dreaming that he’s sleeping in a bed, covered by a blanket with pictures of cartoon characters, in a room overflowing with stuffed animals. I cry over him and over the dream I have imagined for him. I weep over a woman standing in line at some bakery in Cairo, who calls to witness the correspondent of one of the droning satellite news stations, in a rush to move on to someone else, showing him the few loaves of bread she has bought at last, after waiting for six hours – loaves from which the embezzling baker has stolen the subsidised flour, the water, and the flavour. “Who can put up with that, O Lord!” The woman’s face indicates that she’s from one of the dingy quarters of Cairo. She knocks the loaves of bread together like dry firewood, then she asks pardon of her Lord, in spite of herself, fearing that her ingratitude for the blessing will lead to some harm for the heap of hungry kids waiting at home. Lifting her face to the sky, she says, “There is no power or strength save in God alone! May God repay the cheater!” I weep over the remains of cheap sandals tossed heedlessly in a market in Baghdad, after their owners have been blown to smithereens in a daily explosion. I weep over images from the serialised drama of our massacres, with multiple episodes and seasons. I gather them in private collections that I return to more than to the family albums. Perhaps I’m unconsciously waiting for a massacre reinforced by accompanying images that are models of disfigurement and repugnance, a massacre I’m anticipating and rushing, so I can add it to my accumulated archives of weeping.


When the massacre of “Operation Cast Lead” fell on terrified bodies in Gaza, I was beset especially by the images of the children who were killed. It was one of the campaigns of liquidating the Palestinian body during which the ceiling of life was lowered in unprecedented fashion. I was besieged most by images of those who had died with their eyes open, eyes filled with heedlessness. I collected the pictures of children who had passed away with their eyes open, like someone who collected rare stamps or someone who picked up shells with strange, unusual shapes from the seashore. These pictures alone establish the fact that God, if He wills, is capable of not existing. One picture in particular, of a girl in Gaza, brought me an era of weeping. She was ten, a little younger or a little older, wearing a cumin-coloured blouse that was split open at the waist where the shrapnel had stolen from her all time to come. She was stretched out on a metal table in one of the hospitals in the Gaza Strip. She leaned her head towards me, looking at me, scrutinising me with brown eyes that retained their glow even after her tender life had faded from her body, which had not yet blossomed. Perhaps the little one foresaw that the picture would fall into my hands; she aimed at me a look of censure and blame for a sin I was certain I had committed, as certain as she was.


You also wept, in your student room thousands of kilometres from my bedroom where I sought shelter, exhausted from sobbing alone, after seeing the pictures of our dead of all shapes and sizes. You wept without letting me or anyone see you weep. I knew that from your Facebook page, where you posted a picture of the Gazan child who went to school at the end of the season of harvesting youthful Palestinian bodies; he was sitting at his seat in the first row and sitting beside him was a piece of cardboard bearing the name of his classmate who had died. Behind him were classmates next to other pieces of cardboard with full, three-part names that had disappeared forever. The child was hanging his head and covering it with his hands, crying for the companion with whom he had shared sandwiches of zaatar and olive oil, or on prosperous days, sandwiches of labneh and cucumbers. He did not want anyone to see his tears.


I was at work, stealing a little precious time to visit your page, when your head appeared to me, bent over, in class, covered by your hands. You were avoiding looking at me or at your classmate, of whom nothing remained but his full, three-part name on a piece of cardboard. I feigned a sudden attack of sneezes, covering my nose and half my face with a tissue. In front of the computer screen my tears flowed behind my glasses. I bowed my head and covered it with my hands. I did not want anyone to see me cry.


Who knows, you may discover that you are a weeper like me, even though you resist crying. Just as you have inherited my stubbornness and foolishness, perhaps you have inherited my easy tears – easy, but not light or to be taken lightly. You saw me one day crying in front of the film A. I. Artificial Intelligence, the only film I ever liked by Steven Spielberg. (As a director he was untouchable, even when he approached controversial topics like Munich in a way that did not completely condemn the Palestinian, though without incriminating the avenger, who flagellates himself after every justified operation to kill a Palestinian. He had the grace to give the Palestinian a palpable, lifelike portrait that makes him more than a mere name on a list of those to be liquidated.) You were astonished, not just because I was crying, but because it was the third or fourth time that I had cried over the same film. I became burdened with feelings previously unfamiliar to me as I watched the desire of the mechanical child, David, for the love of his human mother, who had adopted him from the factory of mechanical children with advanced feelings. Then she abandoned him to his tragic fate in the forest, to be crushed by humans with true feelings, as he was mechanical. The eyes of the little boy yearning for love wrung my heart. Humans become extinct after two thousand years, while David, the child seeking a human mother’s love, remains. He obtains that love for one day only, but it is a day that’s worth eternity. I choked on my tears as I watched David receive the love of his mother, who had been created for his sake for a single day. She tells him before passing into the depths of death, “I loved you, I always loved you.”


You asked me, laughing, “Haven’t you cried over that film before? What’s different about this time?”


I believe things were different with you. Do you remember that night when we sat watching the film Billy Elliot? I had seen it in the theatre and had talked to you in glowing terms about the boy who had abandoned boxing gloves to try out ballet slippers, in secret. By chance my eyes fell on the film for sale in Carrefour, among the displays of home videos. I flew home with it joyfully, promising myself an unforgettable night of tears you and I would share. At first you preferred to watch the film alone, then you permitted me to watch it with you, so that I could not accuse you of weeping in secret, provided that I not catch your eyes or observe them too closely as we watched. In the darkness of the television room, relieved only by the timid light of the screen, I caught sight of the reflection of your weeping in your glasses. Your tears flowed hot and pure over reddened cheeks; your wide eyes were clouded and your thick eyelashes were moist behind the lenses. You wept when Billy’s father was forced to destroy his late mother’s piano so they could burn the keys to keep warm during the miners’ strike in the 1980s. You wept when Billy recited for the ballet teacher, by heart, the letter his mother left him just before she died; then you wept when the angry father, defeated by poverty, caught his son dancing. When the film ended, our spirits were exhausted from crying. We did not speak; we hid our faces from each other. You watched the film many times behind my back, and every time you cried behind my back. You sobbed, choked, gasped, and trembled behind my back but before my spirit, watching over you.


On the days when we were not involved in weeping, stubbornness, and picking quarrels between your noble, misguided opinions and my ideas, ravaged, tossed, and overturned by time, we would fight. Our quarrel might be malicious, stirring up all the violent feelings in the world, which we would cram into the narrow space between us, into the freighted air between our opposed faces, openly agitated, ambiguously rebellious.


“I hate you.” You shout it to my face.


“I hate myself.” I shout it to your face.


Then when night came and griefs had retired to their chambers, you came to me barefoot, half your hair hanging down over your face, smelling of fresh sweat from your reckless waking dreams, of chocolate that you’re licking without much guilt for breaking your fragile diet, of bread toasted to the point of burning, the crumbs all over your pyjama top. You slip into bed next to me, sniffing my bare arm, saying you love the smell of my body. You tell me that you search for it, or something like it, in your distant city, without finding it. You bury your nose in my neck and say,


“Tell me your story!”









Chapter Two


Concerning Where the Money Went











It has reached me, O auspicious queen, whose views with wisdom don’t align, and whose dreams are utterly unbenign . . .












You grimaced in annoyance all the way to the airport, because of all my useless talk about money – tools for saving it, respecting it, and holding it tightly rather than spending it wastefully, ways to protect it, to avoid flaunting it or squandering it, according to the wisdom that results from meagre earnings.


Know then, my queen, that I come from a family who knew more scarcity than plenty, though there we always had plenty of worries and concerns, in addition to bad judgment and bad management. Still, the good life did not turn its back on us completely. We lived as refugees in Kuwait, and money flowed away from us immeasurably faster than the current brought it to us. But we thanked God because we spent more than our income without being exposed, without our backsides being uncovered for the world to see, as my mother always said. If anyone asked us how we were doing, we replied automatically, “We’re fine,” and when we rebelled at “fine”, as it was submission to a fate we had never wanted, my mother repeated in our hearing all the same resigned expressions: Thank God for the blessings you have; others don’t have a bite to eat; the food you throw in the rubbish would feed fifty-six families! We didn’t know why my mother chose the number fifty-six specifically, instead of a simpler round number, such as fifty or sixty. One of my many sisters would ask her, to tease her, how she could divide our rubbish among fifty-six families, and how she could calculate it exactly. My mother always detected the underlying mockery in the question and would target my sister with the empty laundry basin she was carrying, after hanging out a load of washing on the balcony, or maybe throw a slipper or a shoe at her, or any household object within reach. But usually, my sister would avoid the expected projectile.


We might even go further on the path of rebellion, pride, and ingratitude for God’s blessings to us, which included our unending appetite for life and for food. My mother would give us an elbow in the ribs if we made our bites too large, or if we hurriedly chewed one mouthful after another so we would be able to grab the greatest possible amount of food in the least possible time, or if we singled out the dish of eggs and minced meat at dinner, and turned away from the other, ordinary, “fine” dishes – olive oil and zaatar, tomatoes cut into half-moons, wilted slices of cucumber that had not made it into a salad in time and were discovered by chance in one of the drawers in the fridge.


Also among the Creator’s blessings to us were the itinerant pedlars of cheap clothing, who knocked on our door before going to our neighbours’. My mother bought from them in boring instalments our socks, our underwear, and our pyjamas, which we consumed like bread. Among our blessings was good health, generally, so we stuck to the government clinics and hospitals for our check-ups, going to a private doctor very rarely and only if absolutely necessary. If a tooth was loose it fell out by itself, and if it took too long my father tied a string around it, attached it to the doorknob, and pulled open the door, as we gazed in amazement at his creative ideas. The operations we underwent in the free clinics did not go beyond removing the appendix for three of us, the tonsils for two, the adenoids for four, treating a hernia for my father and haemorrhoids also for him, aside from the eight times my mother gave birth, and two miscarriages, which spared us two additional mouths. We went to Kuwait’s public schools. That was before the decision was taken to deprive the large majority of expatriate children of the right to a free education, a move aimed at eroding people’s livelihoods when there was already little left to erode. At that point, in the face of our shameless demands (like the insistence of one of my brothers on a pair of authentic Adidas, black with red stripes), my father would issue his final judgment: “If you can’t afford it, you don’t need it.” When we took our despair to our mother, since she was the one in charge of the household expenses, she would strike one helpless hand with the other and say, “Where will it come from, for pity’s sake?” Then if we went on insisting, she would put her hands on her waist, turning to show the curves of her motherly body, and assure us that there was no way open to her other than “that work”, meaning work as a prostitute. But we knew that my mother could never do “that work”, given her dreadful lack of any physical or psychological qualifications.


We, O most splendid of queens, are among those beings who are raised on the idea that a penny is minted, or divinely imprinted, to shrink. Thus we put our hands on our hearts and examine our pockets, driven by the superstitious belief that the money has fled without our consent (though that does not mean that it flees with our consent, most of the time). We developed the theory of “secret hiding places” in numerous varieties and for innumerable purposes. Some of these hiding places accompanied our thinking from our very earliest consciousness, so we invented them without seeking any authority or relying on any previous experience. Others we seemed to inherit, so they took over our behaviour and conduct and directed our ways of thinking, even when scarcity was not the apparent or dominant state of affairs; for character, innate or learned, constrains that other life that we desire.


I think my mother’s sister Rahma, who resembled all the maternal and paternal aunts and large women of the family in having tender and overflowing breasts, was the most practical in her choice of a secret hiding place. (My aunt was a refreshing presence in life, individual and original; perhaps my tale will turn aside, if the nights to come permit, to tell some of her story.) My aunt hid money in her bosom, and we little ones were amazed at the inexhaustible spring of shiny silver coins that fell into our hands like broad, warm drops of rain. My aunt seemed delighted as she ladled some of her wealth from her chest and distributed it to us. In the primitive time of wonder, I believed that when I grew up my breasts would rain money, though I was confident that I would not squander it the way my aunt did. I would save it to buy all the packets of coloured marshmallows in the world, and the gum that came with transfers for me to stick on my arms with saliva, even though my mother bit my arm later, as punishment for what she called filth.


In the summertime, we would descend as guests on many houses in Jordan, as refugees from Kuwait who were better off than refugees in Jordan; that’s how the others treated us, exaggerating in their expectations of us. One of the houses my eager spirit loved the most, in that ancient time, was my aunt Rahma’s spacious house, in Jabal al-Taj, in Amman. There was a small garden beside it, which she had embellished with a grape arbour, trees of figs, lemons, and apples, and beds of mint, tomatoes, and native flowers of the kind that grow with no effort. One day I asked Aunt Rahma for a ten-piastre coin. She was in the middle of a flurry of preparing stuffed mahshi with my mother, who yelled at me to get out of their way. But my aunt swore an unbreakable oath that I would not leave the kitchen until I had taken the coin from her. She was sitting next to my mother on the floor, hollowing out small marrows and aubergines; each of them had hitched up her clothes to the top of her thighs, revealing a lot of loose unbound flesh. Since my aunt did not stop hollowing the marrow, continuing to turn it and dig out the insides with the corer, the seeds scattered on her hands, she asked me to open the front buttons of her house dress. I hesitated so she scolded me to hurry, and I opened the first button; but she said it wasn’t enough, I had to undo the two others as well, so I did. Her warm chest peeped out at me, shining with drops of sweat and whiter than her face, which was sheathed in a light tan with an evening glow. She asked me to put my hand under her sky-blue bra, which firmly compressed her breasts. I froze, so she cried, “Go on!” I stuck my soft, frightened hand under one of the wide cups of her bra, feeling stickiness and paper money. I swallowed hard, while Aunt Rahma laughed and pulled back, saying I was tickling her. Then with a glance from her eyes she pointed to the other breast, where she deposited the metal coins. “Go for the other boob!” I slipped my hand into the fearful darkness and extracted my coin, hot from where it lay atop the moist flesh. But Aunt Rahma pretended to be angry. “Look at that!” she said, showing me the marrow, which was now pierced at the bottom. Then she let loose one of her musical, lilting laughs, leaning back and spreading her long legs, as she gathered the dress she had lifted between her soft thighs.


Aunt Rahma was beautiful and remained so even as she aged, for she had a kind of preserved, radiant beauty that does not get old with the passage of time. Her beauty was more like a stable thought, an irrefutable truth. For her husband Mundhir, Aunt Rahma was as beautiful as the moon, the very symbol of beauty: “O Moon!” he would call, “What is it, Moon?” “Look at me, Moon!” He harassed her with his talk the way he would harass some unknown woman, or the way he did with their neighbour, whose husband had taken off and left her with a flock of exhausting children. He would do that within earshot and under the eyes of Aunt Rahma, whose feelings for him had died. Both she and her neighbour ignored his harassment. The only thing that bothered Rahma about his attempts to flirt with her neighbour was that she felt sorry for her; the neighbour complained to her one day, and Rahma suggested to her, in all seriousness, “Kill him, and relieve me of him!”


“Come on, Moon! I’ve been patient with you for a long time.”


Aunt Rahma would give him that look that he well understood, saying, “I don’t have a penny.”


“Liar!”


At that point Aunt Rahma would let loose on him and not stop, reminding him of what he did not want to remember: his share in his father’s house which he had wasted on gambling; the fridge that one of his companions in an evening of cards had taken away when he bet money he didn’t have; the television that he had given to one of his many creditors. Then she taunted him for living on the pennies that came into the house thanks to her toil and the sweat of her brow. Then he would pounce on her like a madman, throwing her to the ground and trying to open her dress, while she struggled to get out from under his heavy, sluggish body, amid the shrieks of her four daughters, who were trying to defend their mother and free her from him. But my aunt’s resistance would quickly collapse. Her husband would split open her dress and stretch her bra; her breasts would spill over and he would gather up the money that poured out and be on his way. She would stand up, bracing herself after her defeat, and ask one of her daughters to put the kettle on the fire and the others to help her get dinner.


My fine-boned paternal grandmother Fatima, who lived in the Wehdat Camp in Amman, could not depend on her breasts very long, as they sagged and flattened early in her relatively long life. But she nonetheless developed a technique of concealment that allowed her to stay close to her wealth and feel secure, materially, during her days and nights. Grandmother Fatima wore white flowered knickers that were long and wide, with a waistband, like a man’s sarwal pants; they were narrow at the bottom and enclosed her ankles. Some ended in gathers and lace and showed under her long thaub when she sat or when she raised it off the ground, so the dust of the roads would not cling to it. Grandmother Fatima sewed these undergarments herself, and unlike standard feminine underwear, even the very modest kind, hers had many pockets – pockets behind, pockets in front, and pockets on the sides, all of them hidden, like an interlining. Some of the pockets intended for large sums had zippers. Grandmother Fatima resorted to her hidden vaults only in emergencies; for daily use she had her small purse of burnt brown leather, with its many hollows and openings. She slipped it into her bosom, in something like an open, internal sock, which she had sewn in the lining of her thaub for this purpose. When we grandchildren crowded around her, asking for shillings and ten-piastre pieces to buy rings of egg bread with sesame, or cakes, or Eskimo ice cream, or to pay for a few turns on Abu Saeed’s swing in the camp – the most we could hope for from her – Grandmother Fatima would seem delighted, examining our wheedling expressions. She would slowly reach into her bosom and bring out her leather purse, opening its metal clasp with a popping sound that foretold good things. Then she glared at the internal folds and pockets with her small eyes, before opening the zipper of the middle pocket, with its piles of red pennies, shillings, and silver ten-piastre pieces. There would be five or six of us, our circle around her narrowing as the moment came for her to distribute some of her wealth. “Who held out his hand first?” she asks, a laugh ruffling her face and erasing some of the misery detailed there. We unfold our little hands before her, pushing and shoving, nearly coming to blows, so she threatens to put the money back in her purse if we aren’t good, obedient children. We remember our manners, temporarily assuming a humble stance in her presence. Grandmother distributes the shillings to the hands, carefully, one at a time, then she closes each small hand on the shilling and pats it; it’s as if she wants to keep the money for herself, or for looming days of want, or as if she were imploring us to be sensible and not waste it on cakes or Eskimos or swings or other pleasures.


Grandmother Fatima felt secure in her long underwear as a hiding place that never left her, except for the day she went to the baths, when she exchanged “the safe” for another garment. But one summer evening she stretched out on the ledge in front of her house, after the evening prayer, and dozed off. She dreamed that she became light, flat, and softened, and then hovered at a low elevation before coming down on the fresh earth, which moistened her dry bones and tickled her. She became still softer, and her narrow mouth opened in a wide smile. Then Grandmother Fatima, who had risen in the air, became more aware of the cold creeping over her body and pinching her flesh under her long dress, so a tremor ran through her. She opened her eyes and saw dark night around her; her dress was raised above her ankles. At first, she thought that she had imagined that she saw her bare ankles, but then she lifted the dress a little and yelled – her knickers had disappeared. My aunt Najah, who was her only daughter and who lived with her, hurried out at the sound of Grandmother’s voice. She told her, trembling with fear and cold, that she had been robbed. “The knickers? Where did they go?” cried Najah, in a panic. But Grandmother, who seemed less concerned about her nudity than about the money, told her someone had stripped off her knickers as she slept without her feeling it. Aunt Najah beat her breast and Grandmother Fatima was about to rend her garment and loose her lamentations to the heavens when Aunt Najah hugged her close, placing her hand over her mouth and looking around in terror lest human eyes or ears might see or hear. Then she pulled her into the house and shut the door, saying to her, “We killed it here, and here we’ll bury it!”


“And the money? The money, the money, the money?”


Grandmother was not asking a question or looking for an answer. She was beating her head with her hands, repeatedly. What Aunt Najah cared about was to bury the story, so Grandmother Fatima would not become a scandal. But the camp learned about the affair of the knickers the next day. Neighbour women thronged to Grandmother’s house, inquisitive, some gloating, asking about the underwear thief. Aunt Najah quarrelled with some of them, who openly exchanged knowing winks, not believing that anyone could pull off a sleeping woman’s knickers without her feeling it. But what amazed people more than the incident itself was that my grandmother’s knickers concealed a thousand dinars, distributed in the hidden pockets. My grandmother swore on the noble Qur’an that the money was no more than forty-seven dinars, but no-one believed her. Even my uncle Abu Taisir, whose blood boiled at the beginning over the theft of his mother’s knickers, blamed her later, once the story had died down. How had she kept a thousand dinars in her knickers when he could barely feed his family, he wondered bitterly. Wasn’t he more deserving of the money?


As for my maternal grandmother Radiyya, who considered herself clever in matters of both life and money, she was the most patient and inventive in contriving secure means of deposit. She distributed her wealth among dozens of little pouches, which she sewed from white linen for this purpose. Then she would put the pouch in a plastic bag closed tightly with a rubber band, feeling the belly of the pouch that was swollen with money: coloured bills and heavy metal coins. She would approach her hiding places with great excitement and secrecy (except, God knows, from us children, who were always underfoot and everywhere in her life). Her hiding places were the jars of rice, lentils, bulgur wheat, chickpeas, white beans – all the jars of dry seeds and grains in the old kitchen cabinet in her house in the city of Zarqa, near Amman. She would bury the pouches, protected by plastic, inside the jars, taking care that they were completely covered. Often her caution and care would lead her to put a mark on the bag or to affix a stamp to it to distinguish the amount of money confided to each pouch, for the one with five dinars was different from the one with ten or twenty – though to be honest, Grandmother Radiyya did not need to mark or differentiate the pouches, since she could tell what was in them from a close look at how rounded they were. In fact she knew that the pouch in the rice jar had ten dinars while the one buried in the jar of beans had five. When she finished shrouding the money and burying it, she would look at the jars lined up next to each other in order, like elegant tombstones, and examine them with a smile of victory.


One day Umm Subhi, Grandmother Radiyya’s neighbour, sent her son Subhi over for a handful of lentils. My mother and grandmother were at the market, so I took care of it. I did not understand why Grandmother Radiyya pounced on me when she found out about it. She grabbed me by the shoulder and planted her eyes in my face like two sharp knives, shouting, “How could you give him the jar with twenty dinars?” I was oozing fear. She pinned me to the wall and shook me violently, this weak woman whose hardness was immense. My mother’s reaction was to soothe her from a distance, telling her to remember God and calm down. My tongue stumbled as I tried to explain to my angry grandmother that I didn’t know how much Umm Subhi wanted, so I gave the jar of lentils to Subhi so they could take what they needed and return it to us. But Grandmother Radiyya, who had reluctantly let me go after a sharp exchange with my mother, began slapping her face, time after time, constantly repeating in tones of disapproval and disbelief that showed the gravity of the blow:


“The jar with twenty dinars? The one with twenty, the one with twenty, the one with twenty?”


When Subhi brought back the lentil jar with a bit less inside, Grandmother Radiyya submitted him to an interrogation, with questions like, Who opened the jar? Did your mother take the lentils or one of your sisters? Was anyone in the house with you when your mother opened the jar? Then she grasped it intently, spread out a paper bag on the floor, and emptied the lentils onto it. They formed a small orange mound. She hollowed out the mound with her fingers, looking for her hidden pouch, but it did not appear. She turned the mound into a flat plain, then she scattered it nervously, then she flung the lentils about in a rage. When she was sure that the pouch had disappeared, she rushed out of the house in slippers and a sleeveless house dress, with bits of tomato paste on her chest. On her way out she grabbed a towel from the clothes line in the courtyard and threw it over her shoulders.


“Where’re you going?” my mother asked.


Without looking around she replied, “To that bitch.” We caught up with her and tried to prevent her from quarrelling with “that bitch”, but Grandmother Radiyya heard only the voice of the anger that enveloped her all the way to Umm Subhi’s house, two houses over from her own.


As usual, the whole neighbourhood gathered around the two women. Umm Subhi swore on the mercy given to all her dearly departed that she had not taken any money from the lentil jar, while Grandmother Radiyya went on calling her a despicable thief with low morals, a low-down daughter of a lower mother. Umm Subhi was inhibited for a time by my grandmother’s old age, but then she bared her verbal fangs and repaid the insults many times over, calling my grandmother a wicked, quarrelsome old woman. Then as the quarrel grew, they waded into matters of honour.


My grandmother: “You traipse around all over the place and don’t even care what people think!”


Umm Subhi: “You invite taxi drivers to come in and have tea from morning till night.”


Grandmother Radiyya: “Don’t give me shit, my shoes are more honourable than you! Those guys are helping me.”


Umm Subhi: “You old hag! You dye your hair red! Go find a man to take you in hand!”


Grandmother: “That’s henna, you tramp! Anyway, do you think your husband is a man? He’s worse than useless.”


For as long as Grandmother Radiyya lived she continued her feud with Umm Subhi, neither one rejoicing with the other in times of joy nor grieving with her in times of grief. Grandmother continued to explain to the neighbours that the taxi drivers brought her home and then helped her to carry all the bags she brought back from the market, out of respect for her stature. She might ask one of them to come into the house with her to attach the gas canister in the kitchen, or to pick up the washing machine and move it from its place. “Is it forbidden for me to repay them with a cup of tea?” she would ask, seeking the seal of approval from her neighbours, as they drank tea and ate cake with coconut. Then she would show them her hair, tinged with an orange red, looking for more support: “Since when is henna forbidden, I ask you?”


What my grandmother Radiyya and possibly even Umm Subhi did not know was that Subhi, whose eyes followed me for years whenever we visited my grandmother’s house, bought cold juices and expensive chocolate and bottles of Pepsi (not minding having to pay the deposit) and falafel sandwiches with tahini, for himself and me and for many friends from the neighbourhood, for days after the event. He bought me a double mirror in a metal case with the picture of a beautiful girl on it who he said looked like me, and I loved this unfounded belief. He also gave me a gold chain that rusted after I had worn it for less than a week, and three bottles of shiny nail polish. The kids in the neighbourhood liked Subhi. For many indolent, light-hearted days that seemed as if they would never end, Subhi was a happy king.
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