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For Ahoova, in whose kitchen I first savored malawach and jachnun and other forms of essential nourishment.


My beloved is unto me as a bundle of myrrh, that lieth betwixt my breasts.

My beloved is unto me as a cluster of henna flowers in the vineyards of Ein Gedi.

—SONG OF SONGS, 1:13–14



Prologue

I loved Asaf before I loved Hani. I think of him looking out at me from deep within his cold armor. His eyes beseech me. Rescue me, they say. Melt my prison, breathe on my fate, and release me with the heat of your forgiveness.

Auntie Aminah used to say that there were people who died as they lived, and others who did “quite the opposite.” She was referring to the lazy woman who died dancing, or the man with the energy of fire who lay on his deathbed like a snuffed-out ember. According to my aunt, such mismatched deaths left an imbalance for the angels to tinker with in the World to Come. Asaf’s death was like that. He was a boy on a thundering horse, a child of the hot northern dunes—yet he died a cold, still death, trapped like a bug in frozen amber. But Hani died as she lived, inscribed with henna. Her killer took a knife and used it to trace her intricate henna tattoos, carving through the skin on the soles of her feet, her shins, her palms, the backs of her hands, her forearms; slicing her into an elaborate, bloody decoration. She was tied up and left that way and must have bled to death. If such barbarity had happened in Qaraah, or in Sana’a or in Aden, we would have assumed that it was the family of one of the brides. When a marriage went wrong, or a first baby was born dead, the henna dyer was often blamed, as if the henna dyer’s art were more than art, as if it could really ward off or conjure evil. When I learned of Asaf’s and Hani’s deaths, I held my hands up to my face. I hadn’t worn henna for many years, but the old markings seemed to appear on my skin—my own ghostly lacery. The henna elements on my palms became letters, the letters spelled their names. And there it was. Their stories inscribed on my skin, their smiles and sorrows my own tattoos.

Now I spend my days surrounded by my children and grandchildren. In their laughter, I discern codes and secrets. Sometimes I decipher what I hear. Sometimes, I am stumped. Life itself has become a puzzle to be translated, a curse or a blessing written in the language of henna.

*  *  *

It was my husband who suggested that I write this story. He said, “This story will submit to you, and to you alone.” His words made me wonder: Do stories submit to authors? Or do authors submit to the tales that tangle up their guts? I confessed to him that if I were to write about Hani and Asaf, I would have to write a love story, “For I never stopped loving them,” I said shamefacedly to the man who had rescued me from their manifold betrayals.

He wasn’t cowed. “Love them,” my husband urged, “write them, and write yourself.”

I tried to begin, but my story came out in a voice I didn’t recognize. I tried again, and I failed again because my chapters were all told from a faulty perspective. Then I failed a third time. I finally realized that I was going about it all wrong. I didn’t need characters but ingredients. I didn’t need settings or scenes, I needed age-old herbal recipes passed down from mother to daughter, aunt to niece. I didn’t need plot or point of view, but symbols so old they were once swirling in the dust of creation. I didn’t need pen or paper, I needed stylus and skin. I am a woman of henna so I needed to rely upon the traditions and tools of my craft.

I began yet again, but writing in henna presented its own challenges. You see, the master henna dyers in my family always started elaborate applications in different places. Aunt Rahel always began with the palm of her subject’s right hand because of the psalm: “If I forget thee O Jerusalem, then let my right hand forget its cunning.” She liked to say that henna was prayer in color, and prayer was henna in words. My cousin Nogema favored the tips of the fingers. My cousin Edna always started by inscribing elaborate elements on the tops of her subjects’ feet, because her designs depended most of all on symmetry and balance. And my cousin Hani, whose story I had set out to tell? She never began in the same place. She was the first to admit that her haphazard approach wasn’t scientific and sometimes resulted in aesthetic disasters. But more often than not, Hani’s designs were the most beautiful of all. When I was well practiced in the henna craft, I preferred to start with the underside of the forearm. My subject would stand before me with her arm raised, her hand on my shoulder. That way I could decorate the bottom of her bicep without smearing the top of the arm.

So you see, we all had our own tricks; the only thing you could say about all of our techniques is that in the end, the first line blended into the last like blood running through veins.

As for my story? Where should I begin? Should I ask my reader to extend an open palm so that I can inscribe my words in the warm gully of a branching life line, and our fates may mingle? Or should I ask her to recline on jasmine-scented pillows and let me begin with the tender soles of the feet, so that my story accompanies her wherever she goes, pressed into the earth, like footprints for posterity? Or should I demand my reader reveal her bosom, so that I may write these words upon her heart?

I have done a great deal of thinking about this matter. About where to begin a story that ends with blood and sacrifice. At last I have come to believe that my story begins on the day the Confiscator came to my father’s shop for the first time. This man, the monster of my childhood, the ghost who haunts my dreams, casts the same shadow as all the other predators who have hounded my people since the dawn of time. Different men, they are all descendants of the same ancient darkness.

*  *  *

I was just five years old when the Confiscator came. We lived in Qaraah, a day’s ride from the ancient city of Sana’a in the Kingdom of North Yemen. The year was 1923. Yes, this is where my story must begin. Many years have passed since I last sharpened my stylus, but I feel the old elements ready at my fingertips. Palm, soul, heart. If my hand is steady, the last line will blend into the first, and ends will embrace beginnings.

What was it that Aunt Rahel used to say to the girls and women whose limbs she would adorn with intricate and beautiful henna designs that marked the skin and pierced the heart? Whether they were there for a henna of solace or a henna of celebration, she treated them all with the utmost tenderness. She would beg them to relax, whisper soothing secrets in their ears, and comfort them with a blessing, a calming word. And then she would begin to draw . . .
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Part One
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Chapter 1

“What is wrong with the girl’s eyes?”

“Nothing, she sees fine.” My father cleared his throat and looked down at his work—a single broad piece of leather lay over his bench—the flap to an ordinary market bag.

“But they are too big for her face.”

“If you say so, sir.”

The Confiscator moved closer, coming in front of my father’s bench. I’d ducked behind my father, peeking out from behind his supply shelves. The stranger was tall, thick-shouldered, and had a face so long it seemed to drip down to his belly. He absentmindedly touched the hilt of the jambia sheathed on a belt around his waist. The curved ritual scimitar was exquisite—the blade a gleaming threat of forged iron, the hilt a mellow yellow Eritrean ivory, overlain with two jeweled serpents wrapped around the handle, a band of rubies at the thumb point, and an embossed hawk’s head on the lip of the hilt, representing both mightiness and honor. He wore an expensive maroon silk djellaba with a black turban, and his beard was carefully tended.

“Eyes like that see either too much of the world or too little of it. And the color—greenish gold? Pretty and ugly at the same time. What is her name?”

My father opened his mouth and then shut it again without speaking.

“What was that? Her name, sir. Surely the imp has a name.”

“Adela . . .” Almost a whisper.

“I have no daughters, only sons.”

“Sons are a blessing.”

“Indeed, they are.”

My father coughed, a wet and phlegmy cough. He took out his handkerchief, blew his nose, and studiously avoided the man’s gaze.

“Your health, sir?”

“My health is fine.” My father coughed again.

“Eh . . . fine?”

And again, big grating hacks racked my father’s body. The Confiscator’s eyes narrowed; he stepped back until he was halfway out of the stall and screwed up his face in distaste—no, he wouldn’t catch this plague, not if he could help it. And yet my father’s obvious weakness clearly gave the Confiscator pleasure. A smile played on the corner of his mouth. He tipped his head forward to get a better earful of the miserable sound. And still he stared at me—looking at me, seeing me live a different life. For that was his job, to pluck children out by the roots from the soil of their birth and replant them in a different garden.

I stared back at the wealthy stranger. I wasn’t afraid of him yet. I was really afraid only of my mother. No one’s wrath or whims—not even the Confiscator’s—could scare me by comparison. Even then, at only five years old, I saw him perfectly for what he was: a thief, an evildoer, and a descendant of Amalake. I wanted to spit at him, but I knew I would be punished for it in this life and in the World to Come.

“But I am not here to discuss your daughter A—del—a’s un—for—tu—nate eyes.” He drawled on my name and the word unfortunate, stretching them out. “No. I am here to order a pair of bashmag sandals for my wife. She sent me to your stall because her friends say you make shoes that do not hurt before they are worn in. She must have three pairs. She insists that you, and only you, make the shoes she will wear to her sister’s wedding. And clearly I have been put here on earth for the sole purpose of seeing to her pleasure.” He waved a beringed hand. His nails were long, manicured. “Here are her foot measurements. I will be back in two weeks to collect them. And”—the Confiscator nodded in the direction of my hiding place behind the shelves—“make sure the girl is here when I come to pick them up. Yes? You understand me? Good, good. It is good that we men understand each other.”

My father didn’t ask why the Confiscator wanted me to be there, and he didn’t ask what would happen to either or both of us if I were elsewhere on the appointed morning. Instead, he asked the Confiscator a few questions about color, texture, and adornment and then recorded the order in his big ledger.

When the stranger left, I came out from behind the supply shelves. My father placed a hand on my head and patted me softly. He didn’t say, “That man is of no importance” because it would have been a lie, and my father was not a liar. Instead he murmured a snippet of scripture, referring to the miracle of sight and the clarity of spiritual vision. Then he picked me up and put me on his workbench and kissed my nose, before giving me scraps to play with as he began to ply the leather—making it supple with the caress of his tools.

I knew that the Confiscator was a bad man. I knew that my father hated and feared him. But it was only later that I understood that he was a bringer of nightmares, a kidnapper. History, religion, and politics had conspired to make him such. What did a little girl know of such subjects? But my father was wise—nothing like his ignorant and innocent daughter—and that is why a tear came to his eye as he tucked an errant lock of hair into my gargush when we left the shop that afternoon. He knew what I was to learn in the coming years—that his lungs were weak and his health fragile, and that as a consequence I was in danger of being stolen away from my faith and family.

*  *  *

History, politics, religion. I dip my stylus in the dark mists of time. The Confiscator worked for Imam Yahye. Imam Yahye wrested power from the Turks, and had become ruler of the Kingdom of North Yemen in 1918, the year of my birth. My family and all the Yemenite Jews dreaded the Imam’s many decrees. The day the Confiscator first came to my father’s stall, I couldn’t have told you a lick about politics, but I could have reported how often my father and brothers came home stinking like shit, death, and piss because they had been conscripted to carry dung, cart off sewage, and haul animal carcasses. The Imam’s Dung Carriers Decree relegated Jews to the jobs of refuse and carrion collectors. The Donkey Decree forbade the Jews of the North from riding horses. Instead, my father, brothers, and our friends could ride only donkeys, and they couldn’t even ride our donkey, Pishtish, like hearty men; instead they were forced to ride sidesaddle, which limited their ability to travel. There was also the House Decree, which forbade us from building our houses as tall as the houses of our Muslim neighbors. And the Walkers Decree, which forbade us from walking on the same side of the street as a Muslim.

But the worst by far of all the Imam’s decrees was the one that brought a tear to my father’s eye the day the Confiscator paid us a visit: the Orphans Decree. It called for any orphaned Jewish child to be confiscated, converted, and quickly adopted by a Muslim family if a father died. This meant that Jewish children were ripped out of the arms of newly widowed mothers. That’s why the Confiscator had lingered in my father’s stall—because of my father’s cough. The Confiscator had a quota to fill. Perhaps he had heard that the shoemaker was sickly. Perhaps he had had his eye on me for a long time already.

*  *  *

That night my parents fought. My father banged his fist on the breadboard and growled, “You must engage Adela—the bastard came to my stall sniffing around for children to put in his pocket. It is your duty as her mother to find her a husband.”

I was the youngest of nine, the only girl, and my mother’s last and least-favored child. I was a bitter afterthought—a thorn in the side of my mother’s old age. She would have neglected to betroth me at all, leaving my fate to the whims of chance, but my father, who loved me well, intervened. That night, he reminded her that it was her duty to find me a husband in order to protect me from confiscation. The Jews of the Kingdom engaged their children as toddlers and married them off the moment they reached maturity. Once a child was married, he or she couldn’t be confiscated. This is how it came to pass that my parents were arguing about my marital status when I hadn’t even lost all of my milk teeth.

“If you don’t, I will,” my father threatened, “and for a man to make inquiries of this sort is unseemly. But I will do what I must if you refuse to do your duty.”

“My duty?” My mother arched her back, stuck out her slackened breasts, and made a crude gesture toward her own sex. “If I had refused to do my duty, we wouldn’t have a daughter or eight sons for that matter. Mmph. Don’t speak to me of duty. Now take your dirty hand off my breadboard. Leave me in peace.”

“But Suli, she is already five years old.”

I was a spinster by our standards. A girl three doors up was engaged when she was two. The goat-cheese maker’s daughter was engaged while still in the womb. I was like Methuselah, older than time and still unattached.

My mother wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Leave me in peace if you expect dinner.” As Father stalked out, she muttered after him, “What a bother, what a ridiculous bother.”

*  *  *

The next time the Confiscator came to my father’s stall, he didn’t mention my eyes, and for most of the exchange he ignored me completely. But even though he didn’t glance in my direction, I felt his gaze upon me. Not his “this-lifetime” eyes, as Auntie Aminah called them, but his “next-lifetime” eyes—the hooded eyes of the soul that can see into the heart of a small girl. And that is when I learned to fear him. When he saw right through me, making me feel simultaneously naked and invisible.

I crouched in the back of the shop. I was suddenly so afraid that he would take out his jambia and kill my father with a nick to the jugular or a swift downward blade to the heart, that I was almost sick when he finally said my name, “A-del-a, A-del-a, don’t hide, little one. Come out and show your face.” I emerged clammy and pale as a ghost. He knelt down so that the folds of his djellaba pooled around his feet. Then he pointed to a beautiful pair of shoes on the shelf, maroon with little embossed florets around the ankles. I had helped my father with the florets. He was teaching me how to press and stamp and glue leather. He didn’t mind that I helped him, even though it was unusual for a girl to assist her father in his stall. My mother never cared where I was, as long as I wasn’t bothering her. “My Adela works better than any boy,” my father would brag, but my brothers would hear and torment me for the compliment—with pinches and slaps, and knuckle punches in places where the bruises wouldn’t show.

The Confiscator smiled. “My, aren’t they little masterpieces? Maybe when you are older your father will make you a pair like this. Perhaps even for your own wedding? No?”

My father produced one of the pairs of shoes he had made for the Confiscator’s wife. The Confiscator reached out, grasped both shoes, and dangled them by the heels. In front of my eyes, the shoes grew tails, ears, and whiskers, turning into rats that the Confiscator could feed to the snakes on his knife.

“Ahh, the shoes are lovely. You are indeed a master of your trade.”

“Thank you, sir, thank you for your compliments.”

“But I suspect this will only whet my wife’s appetite for such luxuries, and I will be forced to visit you again and again, rather than listen to her berate me for denying her her due.”

On the way out the Confiscator turned, pointing a beringed finger at my father at the exact moment that my father let out a big phlegmy cough.

“I will be back, Mr. Damari,” he croaked, “you can be sure of it. My wife, precious little frog, how can I help but spoil her? You understand how it is with pretty girls. Who are we weak men to resist their wiles?” I buried my face in my father’s legs—though at the last minute I pried myself loose and glared at the Confiscator, a fatal mistake which turned me into a pillar of salt, like Lot’s wife. “Sha, sha,” said my father as he ran his hands through my hair. I was cold but sweaty, my gargush askew. “Sha, sha, little rabbit, all will be well, sha, sha,” he murmured.

*  *  *

Despite my father’s pleas, my mother had no interest in “doing her duty” and finding me a groom to protect me from the Imam. She knew my father was just blustering when he said that he would take up the task of betrothing me. It wasn’t a man’s job. He wouldn’t have known how to begin. No, my father would just have continued to occasionally bother my mother about it, but she would have continued to ignore him, and me for that matter, as she had done since I was born. But then my father’s cough worsened and worsened, and he took to his bed. The Angel of Death hovered over our house. He lay ill for three Sabbaths. At the start of the fourth week of my father’s illness, my mother sent me to the market for green onions and turnips for stew. I was making my way home when I saw the Confiscator gesturing to me. He was standing by one of the spice seller’s stalls. I almost turned and ran, but his jambia pulled me forward, the jeweled serpents on his scimitar twisting around each other, tugging me closer, closer. I was in their thrall. They were alive, their emerald eyes looking deep into my heart, as the hawk on the hilt opened its beak to murmur into my ears, a wild bird-whisper that came to me in a language I knew but didn’t know. The air was heavy with the midday exhalations of the market—cardamom, pepper, saffron, curry, and a curdled whiff of clarified butter from the cheesemaker’s stall, an undernote of fly-buzzed slops and fermenting rinds from behind the fruit sellers’ stalls. Somewhere a dog was crying, horrible howls as if he were being beaten. The Confiscator bent down to speak with me and smiled genially—clearly this was a man used to speaking with children.

“Your father is ill? Eh? That cough sounded like bad business. You’ll tell him I asked after his health. Won’t you? Won’t you . . . A—del—a?”

I took a step back, and then another. But before I could get away, he reached out and touched my face, to the right of my right eye, and then winked at me. In my heart, I heard him speak without words: We are one and the same, you and I. We are not strangers, are we? No, of course not . . . Where his fingers grazed my forehead, I felt a burning pain. He turned on his heels, his djellaba swishing after him.

How did I get home? I don’t remember. I burst through the door, my heart crazy with extra beats.

“What is it, Daughter? What happened?”

My gargush had slipped back over my braid. I panted, holding on to the doorpost. My legs would barely hold me up.

Coughing, my father struggled up from his pallet.

“Daughter, what is it? What happened?”

“The Con—fis—ca—tor,” I stretched out his name like he had stretched out mine, breaking it. “What?” My mother came in from the back room. “What did you say?” I repeated myself. Her face blanched. She grabbed me by the elbow and made me sit down on her lap. I don’t remember ever sitting down on her lap, either before or after that morning. She patted my head, and whispered, “Sha, sha, little girl” into my ear as I sobbed with the aftermath of my terror. But she quickly grew tired of comforting me, tipped me off her lap, snorted, and said, “Stop mewling and see to your chores.”

That night I didn’t sleep. A hot wind had descended on the mountains. It was an uncommonly warm spring, when the rains were few, and the sun seemed to be coming closer day by day, as if intent on collecting some debt from the dust and sand. That whole season men climbed up to their roofs and slept in the lightest of garments. Women too shrugged off their modesty and joined their men on the roofs, desperate for a cooling breeze. That night, on the roof with my parents, I lay hour after hour staring at the stars—the stars that seemed to rearrange themselves into constellations that frightened and rebuked me. Serpents and hawks and other angry animals were all perched on twinkling knife blades, hanging in the firmament above me precariously, threatening to fall. All night long I heard my father’s rasping breath, punctuated by coughs that racked his body. I thought about the Confiscator. I wondered not if he would take me but when. My fear was a red-hot fire behind my face, stoked all night long by the waves of coughing that made my father groan and wheeze. My fear was justified. My father seemed deathly ill, worse than ever before, and the Confiscator had looked straight into my heart. He even knew my name. A-del-a he had said, breaking my name into jagged little pieces.

The night lasted forever. My father coughed. My mother tended him—reserving her pity for the small hours in between midnight and dawn, when she dabbed his burning brow with a wet cloth and murmured comforting words that she would never utter by daylight.

In the morning the heat broke, and the knife that hung above me in the sky sheathed its blade. My father had willed the worst of his sickness away. I don’t know how he did this, but by morning prayers his fever had passed. The color returned to his cheeks and the strength to his legs. There was still sallowness to his skin, and he still coughed that horrible cough, but the immediate danger had clearly dissipated. Left behind was a stink—a foul odor of inevitability that made us all anxious and jumpy. In the coming weeks, whenever I went to the market I looked over my shoulder and cocked my ear for the maroon billowing swish swish of the Confiscator’s djellaba. When I came home, my head was always filled with the ghost of my father’s cough, a groaning cautionary lament that scraped the walls of our house even when his lungs were clear. My mother finally began looking for a suitable groom for me. “If only you could marry Binyamin Bashari,” she said over and over again—to me, to Auntie Aminah, to my sisters-in-law, to anyone who would listen. She let it be known that if she’d had her choice, she would already have engaged me to Binyamin Bashari, son of our neighbor two doors up. Binyamin’s father made blades for jambias. Jews were not permitted to wear jambia, but we were the masters at making them. Working with one’s hands was considered beneath the Muslim men in the Kingdom of Yemen, so the work was left to us Jews. Accordingly, the men of our community became jambia makers, metalsmiths, wicker workers, jewelers, potters, tailors, carpenters, tanners, and rope braiders. Mr. Bashari had learned the craft of jambia from his father when he was just a boy. His father had learned it from his father, who had learned it from his father, who had learned it from his father, who had learned it from his father, and so on, back to the generations who came to Yemen in the retinue of Bilquis, whom others called Sheba the Queen.

Binyamin Bashari was my playmate, a sturdy, good-tempered boy with deep-set brown eyes and a wolf-muzzle jaw that made him look fierce, even when he was laughing. His mother was one of my mother’s only friends, but Binyamin had been betrothed to a distant cousin from Sana’a since the day of his Brit Milah, when he was circumcised and engaged almost simultaneously, at the tender age of eight days. Disappointed, my mother had to look beyond the Bashari house, and cast her net widely over the eligible boys of Qaraah.

Alas, her early attempts were all for naught. A recitation of the boys she tried to engage me to reads like a liturgy of misfortune. It was my sister-in-law Sultana who gave me the most comprehensive accounting of my ill-fated fiancés. Sultana, no stranger to misfortune herself, didn’t spare me any details. Both of Sultana’s parents had died the year after she married my second-eldest brother, Elihoo. After eleven years of marriage, poor, sad, orphaned Sultana had only one living baby, a scrawny little thing named Moshe. Before Moshe, she had lost six babies all in their first year of life. And then one more died in her womb—a little girl so tiny and perfect that her beautiful little body fit into the palm of the midwife’s hand. After their last baby died, my brother Elihoo almost took another wife, but at the last minute he canceled the engagement. Elihoo was a brute, but he loved Sultana and pledged himself to her and to her alone, whether they had living children or not.

According to Sultana, my first possible fiancé died of the pox just one week after my mother broached the subject with his mother. The second potential groom fell from the upper platform in the granary where his father worked, and broke his back, dying in agony after the passage of two Sabbaths. The third boy’s mother and father agreed to an engagement, but two days before the ceremony, the boy choked on a cashew nut, turned blue, and died at Torah school. The fourth went to sleep one night and never woke up. The fifth boy did not die in an accident or succumb to an illness, but was murdered by a crazy rope braider who lived in the bowels of the market. His headless body was found behind a bush near the bigger well around the corner from the Square of the Just, and his head was found in the madman’s lair, along with the heads of three other victims.

After the last and most gruesome incident, my mother threw up her hands.

“There is no one for Adela to marry,” she complained to my father, chopping nuts for baklava. “She’s a bad-luck charm. An opposite amulet. What mother would want her for her son?”

At this my father slapped her, knocking loose one of her teeth.

She raked her nails across his face, drawing blood where there was no beard.

“We should send her to Aden,” my father growled, “smuggle her with a caravan. Such things happen, you know. Children make it out of the Kingdom, I have heard talk of it . . .”

My mother widened her eyes and made a grotesque grimace, as if she had bitten into an apricot with a worm for a pit. “To Aden? Never. Better she be a Muslim than fall into the hands of your brother’s wife, that Indian witch.”

Even though I was just a little girl, I knew she was referring to my Aunt Rahel—a Jewess born in Alibag, India. Rahel had come to Yemen as a child, and married my Uncle Barhun in Aden. I had never met Aunt Rahel, but, for reasons I could not fathom, she was the witch in all of my mother’s cautionary tales, the villainous harpy who would snatch me at midnight should I dare to dream of a fate other than the one Elohim had written for me in the Book of Life.

My father lifted a hand to slap my mother again. She raised the little bone-handled knife, and waved it in his face. He retreated. He knew, after all, that what my mother had said was true. None of the mothers of the Jewish boys of Qaraah wanted me for their sons. Why would they? Who could blame them? Perhaps the Confiscator was correct and my eyes were too big for my face. Perhaps I was doomed to live a life of misfortune. Some of my first memories are of playing with other little girls who had all been engaged since before they could toddle. They always made fun of me. “Adela,” they cackled, “you will be orphaned and adopted, maybe they will call you Mustafina, you will pray to Mohammed, or you will be an old maid for sure.” I kicked sand in their faces, and ran away to hide in Auntie Aminah’s lap. Aminah was my mother’s only sister. She was older than my already old mother by eight years. She had wrinkly skin, gray wiry hair, and, most impressive, a crippling hump on her left shoulder that made it hard for her to walk quickly, or even to breathe. She had never married because of her infirmities, but I had always liked her much better than I did my own mother. She would sit under the old frankincense tree behind her house, embroidering or darning. We had a frankincense tree too. Hers was up a little path, behind an old stone wall and some mint bushes. “Sha, sha, Adelish,” she would say, “don’t cry.” But I couldn’t help it, and my tears would mingle with the sweet scent of the resin from the tree, giving my sorrow a mellow tincture, though it didn’t feel anything but bitter to my heart.

Sometimes I would hear my mother lamenting the conundrum of my groomlessness to her friend Mrs. Bashari, Binyamin’s mother. “Maybe if we raise the price,” she said, referring to my dowry. “Perhaps we should throw in the bone-and-pearl sundug case.” My mother and her friends all spoke about me like chattel, and in time I even came to see myself as a calf to be sold at market, or as one of the ugly flat-nosed monkeys in the cage of the Somali curiosity trader. The poor creatures would poke their slick pink tongues out of the bars, and make crude gestures to passersby. Sometimes a wealthy man would buy one of those monkeys and lead it away with a collar and leash around its neck. The monkey would hop by its new owner’s side, dodging the crush of the market throng, screeching and howling in coy terror at this new variety of imprisonment.



Chapter 2

The summer I turned seven, the Confiscator grew industrious. Until then, he had been either lazy or compassionate, and had made it a habit to pluck a Jewish orphan only every few months or so, but that season, he reaped a bountiful harvest. It began with poor little Devira Ladani. The story of her confiscation was told to me by my sister-in-law Masudah, who was married to my brother Dov. Like all Jewish women in Qaraah, Masudah collected stories of confiscation and worried over them, like amber beads until they were smooth as silk. Mr. Ladani was a maker of decorative cabinets. She told me that Mr. Ladani had begun to feel faint during the recitation of his morning prayers. Supposedly he swayed midway through the Ve’ahavta, the prayer that begins with the words “And you shall love G-d,” which the sages interpreted to mean that all living beings will love God at some point in their future, no matter the paucity of their faith in the present. I don’t know if Mr. Ladani had yet reached the point in his life that he loved God, or whether he merely liked Him, or only tolerated Him, but Masudah told me that Mr. Ladani swayed and nearly fainted upon hearing those words. The baker, who was standing next to him in the synagogue, steadied him, and made modest inquiries about the state of his health. Mr. Ladani insisted he was fine. After prayers, he went to work, for he was that sort of man—one who never missed a day of work as long as he could still sit at his bench.

He was finishing an order when he began to feel cold and then hot and then cold again and then very, very hot. He shivered, even though it was midsummer. He put down his file, wiped his blazing forehead with a corner of his apron. He picked up the file and tried to continue sharpening. It didn’t take but another moment before he collapsed in his stall. When they took him home, he no longer knew his own name and his fever had risen so high that he went into convulsions. He was dead by midnight, and in the morning his wife was stricken too. She died at dawn the next day. How their only child, Devira Ladani, wasn’t afflicted by the fever was considered a mystery and a miracle.

What to do with the child was a conundrum. No one wanted the poor girl—after all, how could anyone be sure she didn’t carry the plague in the damp crannies of her bunched-up fists? But still, one couldn’t leave a child alone in a house, and so she was ultimately taken in by the wife of Rabbi Tabib, who was as notorious for his controversial writings as he was praised for his compassion and civic good works. Mrs. Tabib was a good friend of Auntie Aminah. She told my aunt that Devira was the sort of girl who didn’t make a peep or bother a soul and was always absentmindedly playing with a spool of thread or looking down at people’s feet. Devira was at the Tabibs’ for only one week before the Imam’s men came for her. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was. A horrible surprise—the fierce staccato knock on the door, the way the Imam’s men swaggered into poor Mrs. Tabib’s house, sneering at her, ordering her around, and giving no explanation at all for the confiscation of the orphan, who had been nothing but quiet and sad and shy since her parents’ death, and now screamed like a hysterical kid goat stuck by its neck in a fence. She even spat on the man who grabbed her wrists, and tried to kick his shins when he pulled her toward him with all the grubby tenderness of a lion fondling his next meal.

Mrs. Tabib ran after the Imam’s men. She screamed and shook her fists as they disappeared down the Alley of Angels. “She was fierce herself,” my aunt said with admiration. “She yelled to poor little Devira that she would come for her, that she would fight for her, that she would ransom her back.” But none of this would happen. The Imam’s men took the girl to Sana’a. The next day Rabbi Tabib himself went to Sana’a and met with the Imam’s cousin-by-marriage, minister of Jewish affairs. The minister explained that little Devira had already been converted and adopted by a pious Muslim couple, and would be raised in accordance with the tenants of Islam. “And if you try to get her back, you will hang for your impudence, but why would you risk your life for her? She is not your relative anyway; we are doing you a favor by taking her off your hands.”

After Devira Ladani, the confiscations grew more numerous. A month-old babe was wrested out of his mother’s arms. The boy’s father had dropped dead at his market stall. The child was given to a large Muslim family of coffee traders who renamed him Jibril after the archangel. Next to be taken was a four-year-old little deaf girl whose father was killed in a gruesome accident at the new iron forge. And then, in early spring, a six-year-old girl was confiscated. Her parents had both been killed when a horse-drawn carriage overturned in the late-day bustle at the Sana’an gate to Qaraah.

*  *  *

Fall in the Kingdom meant that we Jews were engrossed in preparations for the celebration of the New Year. It was also a traditional time for diplomacy. I was too young for politics, but had I not been, I would have known that the Imam was entertaining a high dignitary from the Aden Protectorate at a banquet in honor of territorial negotiations. The festivities lasted three days but resulted only in further stagnation and hostility. Supposedly the Imam served the British emissary baklava from the best bakery in all of Sana’a. When the emissary bit the pastry, he hit a whole almond and one of his front teeth cracked in half. There were no dentists in Sana’a, and the British emissary’s howls of agony could be heard over the Imam’s compound wall. Ever after, that night was referred to as the Night of the Broken Tooth, but it also signified a break in pleasant relations. After that there were no more banquets and no more amicable negotiations. The Imam raised an army and enlisted the help of the desert tribesmen—who had rifles that they had bought from the Italians in Eritrea—to force the Brits into the ocean. And while he wouldn’t be successful in kicking the Brits out of Yemen, the Imam established temporary dominion over the emirates of Dhala and Beidha, and then sent his men further south to Audhali territory.

But I knew nothing of political machinations. My life was very small; it mostly consisted of helping my mother sweep and scrub, going to the market, carrying a little jug of water from the well, and pounding dough with the heel of my hand. I was being raised to be a wife and mother by a joyless woman who took no pleasure in the simple distractions life could have afforded her. Chief among those for women in our community were henna gatherings. My sisters-in-law, aunties, or neighbors would adorn one another while telling tales, singing songs, and sharing gossip, but my mother always refused to participate. Whenever she saw an elaborately decorated woman, she muttered cruel epithets under her breath. She had very few friends, and went about her daily duties with a sour expression on her face. If she caught me smiling, or humming to myself as I helped with housework, she would rebuke me. Sometimes in the market I would buy nuts from a pretty lady who always had exquisite henna tattoos on her hands and forearms. When she handed me my change, the coins would sit in the middle of her decorations. I would reach for the money tentatively, half-afraid of the forbidden markings, half hoping that they would magically rub off on my own skin.

*  *  *

Autumn passed quickly. Midwinter was soon upon us, and then early spring. But the spring was gusty, illness abounded, and I went about my chores with an old kerchief tied around my face by my mother, who believed it would protect me from ill winds. I hated that kerchief, for it chafed my neck and made me sweat under my gargush. I often untied it, letting it trail over my shoulders when I was out of sight of our house. One day I was in the market, shopping for persimmons for my mother’s Sabbath jelly. I had my basket of fruit, and was walking along distractedly when I tripped on one of the corners of the kerchief and fell. My basket tipped, scattering the orange fruit in the dirt. I hoisted myself half up, and reached a hand in the hard-packed market earth to grab one plump fruit. Just as my fingers curled around it, there in front of me were the fancy maroon shoes with embossed flowers that my father had made. And above them, the daintiest ankles I had ever seen, swathed in gold pants under a dress of rich magenta brocade with an overlay mantle of brown silk.

“What good fortune!” A voice boomed from somewhere on top of me. “It is the little Jewess splayed at our feet. The very one I picked out for you. Remember I told you about her, the shoemaker’s daughter.”

I froze. I knew it was the Confiscator. My heart almost jumped out of my chest.

“Oh, Mamoon,” purred the Confiscator’s wife in a high silvery ribbon voice, a voice as fancy, impractical, and ornate as the shoes she wore, “you have such exquisite taste. When will she be mine?”

The dirt under me smelled sour of garbage. I tasted blood from my lip, which had banged into my teeth. I sucked in my breath, and kept staring at those shoes, which I myself had helped to make.

“The father is not long for this world. He will die, and then we will bring her home, just as I promised. She can be your pet, your daughter, or your servant. Whatever you wish.”

The bangles on her ankles tinkled like bells, and when she moved her hands, at least ten bracelets slid up and down her wrists.

“Don’t be a fool,” she said, “the little capuchin would eat her alive, and the dogs would never share their scraps. She will be my daughter; I will call her Judi, or maybe Ruaa. What do you think? Will either name suit her?”

She spoke about me as if I weren’t there. And then I realized that I wasn’t. I had turned into someone else, a girl with a different fate. I thought about surrendering, becoming one with the dirt. Disappearing. But then fire blazed inside my whole body.

She bent down. I peeked up and saw that she was pretty—her wide face was shaped like a heart, with a pointy chin, green eyes slanting upward, full lips half-open, her tongue licking sharp little teeth. The bangles on her wrists tinkled along with the ones on her ankles. She picked up a persimmon from near my right knee, almost grazing me with her fingertips.

“Here, my darling, let me help you gather your fruit.” Her nails were perfectly manicured with square tips, the persimmon a plump little sun in her palm.

I scrambled backward and then to my feet. I bunched the miserable kerchief up in my fist, turned, and fled, my arms pumping, chest heaving. Spit coming out of my mouth, snot running down my nose. Crying and running at the same time. Were those footsteps coming after me? Could it be? Didn’t he know my father wasn’t dead yet? Didn’t he know that he had no right? Wouldn’t someone tell him? Tell the Confiscator that I hadn’t yet become an orphan? Thud thud thud! Yes, someone was following me, but it seemed that the market crowd parted for me, and then enveloped me. I didn’t dare take the road, so I went through the yards, and when I got to Auntie Aminah’s, three doors away from our own, I kept running, through her back garden, past the frankincense tree, down the path that led to the escarpment. And still those footsteps behind me. Thud thud thud.

“Adela!”

“Adela, it’s me!” I turned, my whole body taut with dread and anticipation. But it wasn’t the Confiscator. It was my friend Binyamin Bashari. He had been in the market delivering his father’s lunch when he saw me trip and watched the Confiscator and his wife bend over me. Now Binyamin threaded his brown hand in my own, and we ran together. Down the path, our footsteps making a mini-symphony with the buzzing of cicadas and the far-off call of a crow. The path led through a grove of citrons, down to an old culvert that marked the spot where a river had once flowed. The air was tangy, aromatic, and thick. We kept running until we reached a place where the culvert met the mountain and henna bushes grew along the lip of the escarpment. We ran for the safety of their cover, and when we pushed ourselves beneath them, we saw an opening in the mountain. We had to bend down and duck to get in, but inside was a space tall enough for us to stand. I sank down and held myself, rocking back and forth in the cool darkness of the cave.

For several moments neither of us spoke. Then Binyamin told me that after I fell, the Confiscator and his wife had turned to vultures. They grew wings and talons and beaks. He told me that he heard the Confiscator’s wife caw, “When you are mine, little darling, I will comb your hair with a tortoiseshell brush” and then she turned back into a woman again, a woman whose laughter was high and shiny and pure as hate.

When Binyamin finished speaking, he flung a clumsy arm around me. I leaned into him. I knew that I might be safe for now, but even there, in the belly of the earth, I heard the tinkling of the bangles on the Confiscator’s wife’s ankles, and the reverberations of her awful words filled my head.

*  *  *

After that day, that flight, I took possession of that blessed little cave. Throughout that spring and early summer, I felt truly safe there. I knew the Confiscator would never find me in my earthen sanctuary. But it wasn’t only the Confiscator that I hid from. I also hid from my mother, whose cruelty toward me often took the form of verbal rebukes, but also manifested itself in beatings that left my behind black-and-blue. I hid from my older brothers, and I hid from the future and whatever miseries it would hold. I grew to love that cave. I brought candles and set them into the stone crevices of the walls, and began stealing knickknacks from home—a little copper pot and tray, an indigo wood-husk pillow that smelled like Auntie Aminah’s house, a small reed mat that I wove myself. Eventually I began picking up stones and twigs, and using the embroidery skills I had learned from Auntie Aminah, I made them into idols. I constructed a small altar and set my idols upon it. I was an uncommonly pagan child for a Jewish girl and imbued my stones with the names of goddesses I had heard mumbled by the fortune-tellers in the corner market stalls. I revered my idols like the tribeswomen of old. I knew what my mother would say if she discovered them; she would say, “If Elohim saw them, he would throw you in a pit and cover you with spiders.” I didn’t know much about theology. I couldn’t read, and could murmur only the shortest of psalms, but I did suspect even then that my mother’s threats were nonsense. I was of the naive opinion that Elohim was as much God of Little Girls as God of Men, so He would surely approve of my stitchery and compliment my cave-keeping. I kissed my idols, petted them, held them tenderly, and left them offerings of honey, sesame, herbs, or wheat. Whenever I left I prayed to Elohim to watch over them in my absence. I never stayed in my cave for long because I didn’t want to be caught, though each of the women who were supposed to watch over me—my sisters-in-law, my aunties, and my own mother—always assumed that I was with one of the others.

A month or so after I tripped in the market, Binyamin appeared at the door of my cave. Even though he was my friend, I glared at him, “This is my place now. Swear you won’t follow me again.” He bit his lip. His wolf-muzzle face looked ugly to me. I noticed a fresh scab running through one eyebrow. His lips were puffy, as if he had been bitten by a bee. I knew that this meant that one of his older brothers had probably beaten him. He was always getting beaten. I was grateful that I was a girl, and that my mother hit me only on my behind and my brothers took care not to leave scars when they tormented me.

“I promise,” he said with a crooked smile, brushing his hair out of his eyes. And that’s all he said. My friend Binyamin Bashari didn’t have many words, and those he had, he doled out carefully, as precious as the ruby chips his father mounted in the hilts of jambias.

But he broke this promise many times. Years later, Binyamin Bashari told me that he often followed me to my cave, and that he would sit underneath the bushiest henna plant and listen as I sang to my idols, and that sometimes in my absence he would go into the cave himself, and leave his own offerings to my goddesses with ancient names.



Chapter 3

The sun hung low over the graveyard and I ran out of my cave without bidding farewell to my idols. It was the summer of 1926. I had recently turned eight. I raced past the old grove of citrons. I was running because I hadn’t finished my chores for dinner. I knew that my mother would grab me by the scruff of my neck, berate me, and then beat me for my torn leggings, my messy hair. I had to avoid her. I crossed my auntie’s garden. Instead of going home by the road, I crept through the yards in between my auntie’s and our own. The house just next to ours was that of our neighbor, a blind man who lived with his spinster daughter. She was a mistress dyer, and the back of their house was always filled with colorful troughs of dye skeins of wool and pieces of drying cloth that people brought for her to dip. She specialized in dyeing the red and black lahfeh scarves that married Jewish women wore over their gargushim for modesty. Drying lahfeh were pinned to lines on the periphery of the yard. Some were complete—and had red and white roundels winking out at me, like eyes on a face. Muslim women would buy lahfeh too, and tie them around their swelling bellies when they were bearing, thus borrowing the stranger magic of their Jewish sisters.

I ran in between the troughs, and crept through the crack in the wall that led into our yard. I heard cacophony from the kitchen—my brothers all talking at once, followed by my father’s guttural sputtering, and his cough, always his cough. His coughing was worse when he was excited. What was he saying? He sounded so happy, but at the same time, concerned. I pulled a washbasin under the window, climbed up, and peeked in. What I saw was that the room was crowded. My father and brothers were clustered around a stranger. The stranger’s arm was in a linen sling. He looked like an older clay version of my father left too long in the sun, drooped and withered from exposure. His skin was an ashen sickly gray. My brothers were all leaning into one another, arms flung over one another’s shoulders. My mother was beside my father, holding a large wooden spoon. She was trying to quiet everyone down, yelling my brothers’ names while jabbing the spoon in the air for emphasis. My father was speaking, “Oh my,” he sputtered. “Tell me everything. Don’t leave out a single detail.”

The sickly looking man took a deep breath. He wiped his brow with his good hand, then he began, “We were in the middle of our annual western journey. We were traveling by boat from Bombay to Oman. Once on land, we hired camels and were crossing the southern edge of the Rub’ al Khali. We reached a place called the Oasis of Screams. We stopped in the oasis to water our camels, and spent two nights enjoying the hospitality of the Bedouin who made their camp there. On the third night catastrophe struck. We were beset upon by a pair of criminals. I heard my camels moaning, woke up, went to see what the trouble was. When the thieves saw me, one drew a knife and slashed me deeply in the arm, you see, right here, just below the shoulder. The thieves made off with the bulk of my merchandise, and left me bleeding to death in a fetid puddle of sand where the terrified camels had pissed out their fear at the goings-on.”

The man stopped talking. My father said, “And then what? Who tended your injuries?” But before the stranger could answer, I heard footsteps and jumped off the basin. I crawled under a nearby rosebush. Thorns stabbed my back, but I ignored the pain. If my mother found me eavesdropping, she would beat me with that wooden spoon. But the footsteps were not my mother’s; they belonged to a boy who looked about my age. He was crouching down and staring at me under the bush, motioning for me to come out. Slowly, I obliged. Soon we stood face-to-face. I had never seen him before. I assumed that he belonged with the man in the house, but they didn’t look anything alike. He was wearing a red cap, a wrinkled and patched brown suit. His gently sloping eyes were a startling eggshell blue. He had a pleasant upturned nose, high cheeks, and very pretty lips, soft and round like a girl’s. His twisted earlocks hung all the way down to his chin. His front teeth were missing, though one was in the process of growing in. I too was missing my front teeth, and at the sight of his, I felt my tongue explore the empty spaces in my mouth. I was scratched up and tousled from my run home, my fall on the escarpment, and my tenure under the rosebush. My headdress had come askew, and the point was tilting toward my right ear, the tassels thrown over my neck. He crooked his hand, and motioned for me to get up. I righted my headdress and followed him around to the front of our house, where a donkey cart was tied to the hitching post. The donkey was out of the harness, eating from the trough my father used to feed Pishtish, our donkey, and Pishtish was tied to the other side of the trough, reluctantly sharing his dinner with the interloper. The boy climbed onto the cart and dug under some blankets. He pulled something out, scrambled back down, and reached for my hand. He opened my fingers, for they were clenched in a fist, and put something on my palm. It was a crude little amulet, a round wooden disk affixed to a square leather backing. I had seen one like this before. My brother Ephrim wore one around his neck for a while, before he was wed. I knew that in between the wooden disk and the leather backing would be a tiny piece of parchment writ with either an angel’s name, or one of the many names of God. I wondered which name was inscribed on this little amulet—whether it was a name I knew, or one of the more mysterious names that were never pronounced when girls were listening. We heard a noise from the front of the house. The boy looked me straight in the eye and then nodded down at the amulet. I slid it into my pocket.

My mother burst out the front door. I instinctively crouched down and curled up into a little ball, the better to ward off her blows. Masudah said that she watched out the kitchen window and saw the boy step in between me and my mother, and that because he was there, my mother turned away. But my meanest sister-in-law, Yerushalmit, who was always out to get me and always saw trouble where others saw goodness, said that this was a lie and that the boy ran into the house and abandoned me to my mother’s wrath. She added that my mother beat me, but with little enthusiasm, before ordering my sister-in-law Masudah to take me home, clean me up, and not to dare bring me back until the next morning.

*  *  *

That night I learned that the strange boy was my cousin Asaf, whose name meant gatherer. He was the youngest son of my father’s brother—Uncle Zecharia, the man whose arm was in a sling. I had never met either of them before, but I had heard many stories about Uncle Zecharia. I knew that he was a spice merchant and a procurer of rare unguents and perfume ingredients. Once I overheard someone say that a precious vial of agarwood attar had been sent to a bride by my uncle Zecharia, whose relation to the bride was also unclear to me. Another time I overheard my mother call my uncle by a name that both shocked and amused me, for it was the same as a word that I knew—from eavesdropping on my brothers—that referred to a man’s flaccid penis. Not long after, I heard my father brag to a friend that his brother was once the guest of an African prince in Djibouti. Another time, I heard him say that his brother had been involved in an ugly brawl with Chinese merchants in the Port of Mocha. My father had two living brothers: Uncle Barhun, who lived in Aden, and was married to my Aunt Rahel, the witch in my mother’s stories, and Uncle Zecharia, the eldest, who had never before come to Qaraah. I never thought Uncle Zecharia’s colorful travels would lead to our doorstep. But here he was.

After the attack, Asaf and my uncle had made their way through the Naquum Mountains. They came to us seeking refuge. My uncle was weak and in need of a place to rest and heal. Their cart was laden with their entire store of worldly goods, which, thanks to the thieves, had been reduced considerably. But among my uncle’s meager possessions remained a true prize, a small deerskin Torah that he had somehow acquired from an Iraqi cedar-essence merchant. The Torah was in tatters, and should have been buried long ago. But Uncle Zecharia was the sort of man who saw wholeness where others saw deficiency, and was in the habit of reading the weekly portion from this sad little Torah, even though it would not have passed holy muster. The Torah had been buried under rags in the cart in order to protect it from the elements and criminal eyes. Now it was brought into my father’s house and stored in a place of honor: the big wooden chest on the top floor of the house, in the men’s salon. The chest had been part of my mother’s dowry, and was decorated with bone and iron inlay. It was the only chest in the house that had a lock on it. It is hard to say what flustered my mother more, having to host her wounded brother-in-law or the deerskin Torah, for she venerated holy books, and saw it as a grave and fraught responsibility to be given charge of such a treasure, albeit a pasul one, fouled by its own poor condition.

But the deerskin Torah was not the center of attention, and only my mother paid it much heed. Uncle Zecharia was garrulous that first night. He explained how even before the attack he had been growing tired of his itinerant life, and had been contemplating coming to Qaraah. Asaf, like me, was his father’s youngest child, the child of his mother’s old age. Three older children in the family were all married and settled in homes along his father’s route—a daughter in Bombay, a son in Jerusalem, another son in Egypt, in a suburb of Alexandria. Asaf’s mother had died giving birth to him, and he had spent his babyhood in the saddle in front of his father.

*  *  *

My sister-in-law Masudah had a pleasant heart-shaped face and big round cheeks that were always red like apples. Masudah had four living children and had buried another four. In Masudah’s house, I was put on a pallet with her daughter, two-year-old curly-headed Remelia. Masudah kissed me when tucking me into bed, and then laughed and said, “By morning you will be engaged, little one.”

I sat up, wide-eyed, “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you see? Your mother sunk her claws into that boy the moment he walked into the house. I wouldn’t be surprised if you are already betrothed; after all, your uncle doesn’t know about the bad luck you bring.” My face must have fallen. “Silly girl”—Masudah kissed my nose—“your mother is wise enough to act quickly. She knows she must put forth a proposal before your uncle recovers and hears what they say on the streets of Qaraah.”

Little Remelia shoved her pudgy hand into mine and fell asleep curled against me. I was awake for a long time. In my other hand, I held the amulet Asaf had given me. I wondered again which of Elohim’s many names or which angel’s name was written on the parchment. I wondered if he had made the amulet himself, or if it had been given to him. And if it had been given to him, by whom? When I finally fell asleep, I dreamed that he had been on the escarpment with me, and that together we found the amulet peeking out of the sand.

Masudah was right. My mother put forth a proposal that very night. First, she convinced my uncle that he was still dying, even though his arm was almost completely healed. She paid the tea seller to pretend he was a doctor and to come and pronounce my uncle’s wound so infected as to lead to sure putrefaction. The tea seller was a hunched-over little man who could tell the weight of tea leaves to the half gram without a scale. He examined Uncle Zecharia’s arm and then told him that he had only days to live. He told my uncle that though the flesh had healed over, the bone was dead inside the arm. He pressed so hard on the red angry scar that my uncle screamed and cursed and even whimpered. When the tea seller was gone, my mother came to Uncle Zecharia’s side and delicately broached the matter of an engagement. Uncle Zecharia was a cautious man, and was in his right mind enough to lift up his head and say, “Sister-in-law, don’t talk marriage to a dying man.”

“Well, if you are dying, all the more reason to protect the boy from the Imam.”

Uncle Zecharia, not having been back north in over a decade, did not know about the severity or heartlessness with which the Orphans Decree was enforced. My mother explained everything to Uncle Zecharia, though she neglected to tell him that I had an unfortunate habit of losing grooms. No, my mother judiciously kept this information to herself.

Uncle Zecharia nursed his wounded arm, and listened to her impassioned oratory. And then there was the banging on the door.

“Oh, what is that? Is someone there?” My mother ran to the door and made a great show of speaking to someone outside. Her voice rose in angry tones and in the end she slammed the door and walked back inside with a huff.

Masudah later explained, “Your mother very convincingly pretended that it was the Confiscator himself, come to collect the boy before your uncle was even dead in his grave. But really, it was the lampmaker’s wife, speaking in a gruff voice and banging on the door with her clenched fists. With that, your Uncle Zecharia almost begged your mother to fetch the scribe that very night to write up the engagement contract. By the time you woke the next morning, you were already a bride, and Asaf was your groom. They made a solemn bargain over a cup of arak and signed the contract in a week’s time.”
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