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Muhammad al-Asghar


We had to cancel our trip.


Sanaa grumbled and fell silent, as she usually did when something took her by surprise. Then she busied herself inspecting her clothes that she'd arranged in her suitcase, taking them out and putting them back into the wardrobe. With a mixture of regret and sense of loss, she looked at the bathing suit I'd bought her a few days earlier.


Sanaa had been keen to travel and visit Beirut again, a city famous for its warm climate, and its sea. I had visited it once before our wedding. Then after our wedding we spent ten days there. I continued to be impressed by it and wanted to go back again and again. I wanted us to be able to celebrate our twentieth wedding anniversary there, to renew our acquaintance with a city we loved and be reminded of the first days of our marriage. “How I long to visit the places where we were at that time!” Sanaa said.


We regarded the trips that some people here made as escapes from the reality that we lived in, or as acceptance of, and submission to, that reality, retreats to a private world in order to forget the world around us. When it became clear that things would remain as they were for no one knew how long, we realized it made no sense to just be unhappy, continuing to deny ourselves the simplest pleasures that could help us bear our burdens. We started to go out here and there, to enjoy ourselves a bit.


When we went to the Dead Sea together, I put on my swimsuit and swam in the water. Sanaa contented herself with her own personal ritual: she took off her shoes and lifted her dress above her knees, so that the water washed her legs and wetted the edge of her dress. When she met the women of the family one evening, she told them what she had done, to demonstrate that she did not respect the usual conventions of modesty. I sympathized with her, and she sympathized with me, because I carry the weight of the family on my shoulders, a weight that my father made me carry. Sanaa and I wanted to be free of the family and its cares, at least for a while.


My father named me Muhammad ibn Mannan al-‘Abd al-Lat, known as al-Asghar (the Youngest), to distinguish me from two other brothers to whom my father gave the same name in honor of his own father, Sheikh Muhammad, who had an important position in the clan when our people lived in the desert. He called one of my brothers al-Kabir (the Elder) and the other one al-Saghir (the Younger). They went in totally opposite directions, and my father grumbled about them both. On several occasions, he announced before the sons of the family that he had put his trust in me. That he pinned his hopes on me to keep the various parts of the family together, to protect the women from any evil—especially after what had happened to my sister Falha and caused my father such grief—and do laudable deeds that would lift up the reputation of the al-‘Abd al-Lat clan, which had spread its various branches, and scattered its sons, everywhere.


When I told him that I wanted to marry a divorcee three years older than myself, he just looked at me.


“You must be joking,” he said.


“Not at all,” I replied. “I'm not joking.”


He took this decision of mine hard and almost withdrew his trust in me, lumping me in with my two brothers Muhammad al-Kabir and Muhammad al-Saghir, and with my brother Falihan, who'd committed several crimes. The year was 1962, and our general situation was not promising, political repression being at its height. He continued to give me one piece of advice after the other, stressing that I would be able to get a pretty virgin from Ra's al-Naba‘ or some other village around Jerusalem. But I would not be persuaded.


My mother was sympathetic towards me, in light of his opposition to my wishes.


Mother was obsessed with her shadow, sometimes following it and sometimes walking in front of it, in broad daylight. But this obsession didn't stop her from closely following the affairs of the family and interfering in its various trajectories. Despite her strong emotions, which sometimes made her angry, she had a good heart—unlike my father, who could be a little harsh. He continued to adopt a carrot-and-stick approach with me, but without success.


When Sanaa came to our house, she behaved with poise and tact, and spoke without any haughtiness. I had told my father that her former husband was her cousin, who was fifteen years older than her. They didn't have children because they had decided to wait for five years before having one. They lived together for three years but she couldn't tolerate his preoccupation with his business. She fled from him, and they agreed on a divorce. They went to court and stood before the judge. I was recording the case proceedings. Sanaa captured my heart from the start.


She came to our house, and my mother said she was a woman worthy of praise. Sanaa and her mother and father spent the whole day in Ra's al-Naba‘. After she had left, my father said to me, “With God's blessing!”


That was twenty years ago.


Now, I could find no alternative but to cancel the trip, and I didn't know if we would be able to rearrange it in a few days' time. When we were getting ready to travel, my mother said that she had seen the family horse in a dream. The horse, which hadn't appeared in her dreams for some time, had shown up again. She said that it had neighed a lot, as if to warn us about the consequences of this trip.


Still, we were eager to go, despite the bullets that had been flying around there—sometimes more seriously—for seven years. We went to bed hoping that in the morning we would be able to cross the bridge to Amman, and from there board a plane for Beirut. But because air raids and chaos had engulfed the south of Lebanon, and were advancing towards Beirut like a flood, we couldn't travel.


I'm forty-two now. I've lived a life full of worries—family concerns, as well as concerns for Sanaa. This trip that we were hoping to make was in keeping with a ritual that we followed to relieve the family pressures on Sanaa. These pressures weren't in her hands, but she suffered from them, and as soon as they calmed down they'd flared up again. From time to time she would suggest to me that we separate. I wouldn't agree to a separation, though, because I loved her, and because my work in the sharia court had given me an aversion to divorce, the burden of which usually fell on the wives. I told her, “I won't separate from you, no matter how many burdens there are.”


I worked in the sharia court in Jerusalem. I started there in 1958. My job wasn't of much significance, but for some time my relatives thought I was an important official when they saw me in my dark suit, blue tie over a white shirt, holding a black briefcase in which I kept papers and files. And I believed them. I believed I was an official of some importance, despite the fact that I was only a rather junior official in the hierarchy. My self-confidence grew, and I thought I would be able to please my father by fulfilling his wish to reunite the family.


I got the job at a time when posts weren't easy to come by. The credit for that goes to my father, who was able to take advantage of his relations with people who had come to prominence after the East Bank and West Bank were united, and who held posts in various government departments and institutions. He asked one of them to intervene to get me a post, and he found me a position as a clerk in the sharia court in Jerusalem, recording marriage contracts in a large register, as well as inheritance certificates and divorce papers. A lot of young women came to the court to register their marriages to young men, and divorcees also came to register second or third marriages to men who were older than they were, because they were in need of a man's protection. I saw so many examples of divorce for one reason or another, all sorts of reasons, in fact! As I look back over my time in the job, I can confidently say that these years definitely made an impression on me as they went by.


My brother Muhammad al-Saghir was always competing with my other brother, Muhammad al-Kabir, for influence over me, to define the direction I was taking with my life. Both of them tried to recruit me to their own views. I was wary, unenthusiastic about linking my life to convictions that might give me responsibilities I was incapable of fulfilling. Before I got my job, Muhammad al-Saghir told my father that he knew the director of the Religious Institute in Jerusalem, who was ready to accept me into the Institute, from which I would graduate as a sheikh, to lead people in prayers in the Haram al-Sharif. Although I was naturally religious, I hadn't thought of becoming a sheikh wearing a turban, so I wasn't excited about my brother's suggestion, and my father wasn't, either.


My father wanted to arrange a position for me that would provide me with a reasonable amount of money, of which he would take a share. He was no longer confident that he could rely on livestock, after investing his wealth in land he had bought here and there, and he was unwilling to accept any money from my brother Falihan because it was laundered. So I worked in the court. I wouldn't deny that my work there was out of tune with my dreams, but getting a regular salary at the end of each month makes you turn a blind eye. I consoled myself with the fact that I might be able to change careers and choose a job I liked better.


After completing a training course, in addition to my work in the court, I was given the job of writing marriage contracts outside the court. I became a religious registrar, a ma'dhun.


I would go to engagement and wedding parties, and sit between the families of the bride and bridegroom. I wrote the marriage contract and asked the bridegroom to put his hand on the hand of the bride's father, who had decided to give him his daughter in marriage. When the bridegroom had confirmed his acceptance, I would ask permission to go to the bride to hear her view. Preceded by her father, I would go into an adjoining room. One of her brothers would escort her from a crowd of women, and she would stand in front of me and give her agreement to the marriage, then return to the women.


I heard many girls give their assent to their marriages, only to discover later that their agreement had been the result of pressure from their father, or one of their brothers. Then the truth would emerge that the girl did not really want this husband, especially if it was a cousin or other relative, because she wanted to marry someone else. This would result in a wretched family life for her, which might well end in divorce.


But I would finish writing the contract, with the signatures of the parties and witnesses on it, and continue to sit with the guests. I could display no special knowledge on matters of religion. I would talk politics a bit and discuss the repressive atmosphere in which we lived. When we came under occupation, I would talk with others about the suffering of our people, but cautiously, for fear of agents who might report my conversation to their masters, in exchange for petty sums thrown in their direction, like a bone to a stray dog. I'd talk about the necessity of guarding the new generation from the decay of corruption.


Then the food would arrive—a mansif, made of rice, flat bread, meat and gravy. I'd ask for a spoon, which some tribespeople, accustomed to eating mansif with their hands, would find strange. They would roll a lump of rice and bread between their fingers and put it right into their mouths. I previously used to do the same, thinking it was a sign of good breeding, until a few days after our wedding Sanaa was appalled to see me stuffing rice in my mouth the same way, and asked me to eat with a spoon.


Whenever I was on my own, I remembered the hopes that my father had pinned on me: that I would be able to achieve something beneficial for the family and the clan. I would feel the weight of this hope, which meant closely following the personal secrets, dreams and fates of both the men and the women, among whom most prominently was my brother Falihan. My father gave him his name—Falihan ibn Mannan al-‘Abd al-Lat—to perpetuate the memory of our uncle Falihan, who was killed in a war during the Ottoman sultanate. I told Falihan that we'd canceled the trip to Beirut—just as he expected, since his ear was always glued to the radio. 
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Falihan


My brother Muhammad al-Asghar believed that I was the obstacle standing in the way of the task my father had entrusted to him. I don't know whether he still holds to that belief or not...


Listening to the radio has become one of the few pleasures I indulge in during the day. In the evening, I spend two or three hours watching television—news, entertainment, a variety of songs sung by attractive female entertainers.


I love women's songs. When Samira Tawfiq appears on TV, I listen to her with my eyes glued to the mark near her nose, as she shakes her body gravely and rhythmically to the words of her song.


You with the white headdress,
 its color has changed on me,
 what shall I say, darling,
 my heart is on fire for you,
 what color is your heart for me?


Whenever I hear it, the song takes me back and I remember when I was at the height of my powers in the prime of youth. If Rasmiyya makes a noise in the kitchen during the song, I get angry and shout, “I don't want to hear a sound!” Samira Tawfiq's singing transports me to delight. I remember how I used to listen to her singing coming from the radio and wish I could meet her and express my admiration. I saw her pictures in al-Shabaka magazine, through which I'd follow news about star singers and entertainers.


That was a long time ago, before the condition I ended up in. But even to this day, whenever I see Samira Tawfiq on the TV screen, I recall my earlier desire to get to know her. I try to bring her to life again, to take pleasure in the details of her appearance, before I wake up to reality and find consolation in Rasmiyya, who responds to my desires.


Rasmiyya is no longer young, but although she is in her fifties she has kept enough of her femininity to arouse me whenever I look at her body or embrace her. She sleeps beside me as though she were still in her twenties, and although I can no longer perform, I can put pleasure into her heart and feel enjoyment. Meanwhile, we recall together all the moments of intimacy there have been between us. I fell in love with Rasmiyya when she was engaged to her cousin. She didn't love him but agreed to the engagement to please her father. I will never forget the suffering I went through because of my love for her.


I sit in the wheelchair in the courtyard of my house, watching al-‘Awda Camp, which crouches on the plain under the June sun, as I follow the news of the war in Lebanon—the war that has put an end to a trip by my brother Muhammad al-Asghar and his wife Sanaa. I realize that Omar, my brother Muhammad al-Kabir's son, is there in Beirut. Years have passed since the time when I and this brother of mine were at each other's throats. I am a supporter of any government supported by the royal palace, while he has always opposed them, except on one occasion: when that big symbol came to head what my brother regarded as a national government.


I cooperate with the occupation regime for fear of being detained, while Muhammad al-Kabir rejects it. I take one step at a time, while he carries a ladder openly. I have never been subject to detention, either under Jordanian or Israeli rule, while he has been suffering detention for years. I've kept to my moderate principles while he has kept to his, which I regard as extremist. He considered me a reactionary, may God forgive him. With time, our relationship improved, because he is my brother, and blood is always thicker than water.


Rasmiyya stands near me. She has finished sweeping the courtyard with a straw brush, sprinkling it with a little water to settle the dust and moderate the temperature in the summer heat. She leans her arm on my shoulder. How I like it when she stands there in this intimate way! She listens to the radio broadcasts about air raids on several locations in the south of Lebanon, and seems nervous as she pulls up the hem of her thob on both sides to fasten it under the waistband of her underwear. Since she stopped wearing long underwear, the white of her legs can be seen under her thob.


But she doesn't stay beside me for long. This always makes me cling to her and long for her to remain next to me. But she's restless, moving from one place to another, like a butterfly. She disappears inside for a bit, then comes back out carrying a morning coffee for her and me, with a hidden sadness in her eyes. “Tell me something new, Falihan,” she says to me. “There's no news except for the continuing raids and blood, Rasmiyya,” I tell her.


We drink our coffee with the nervousness that has become our habit for much of the time.


When I snatched her from her fiance, I didn't understand the enormity of what I had done. A moment of impetuosity and intrusiveness overcame me, and this moment reached its peak when Rasmiyya responded to me. I didn't mean to harm her family, who had been forced to leave their homes in the village of al-Wasima and come to this place near Jerusalem. They slept for weeks under trees before they got tents. It never occurred to me that I would see Rasmiyya and be attracted to her. I came with my first wife and my family and clan from the desert. I was living happily with my wife, and it never occurred to me that I would take a second wife, for my mother Mathila had suffered from her co-wives, as my father wanted to marry more than one woman. But Rasmiyya upset my calculations and set me on a path that I hadn't foreseen.


Despite the fact that I'd acquired sufficient education to qualify me to work as a clerk in a road-building workshop, or as a company employee, the desire to herd sheep and goats never left me. With sheep and goats, I could stay in touch with nature, which gave us the grasses that I awaited eagerly each year. I could earn a living from sheep and goats, and find in them a meaning for my life, even though later my sources of income became more diverse, as I amassed more wealth than any of my brothers or members of the al-‘Abd al-Lat clan. Tending sheep brought me to Rasmiyya, or perhaps it made her appear on the horizon of my life.


But now I can't get out of this wheelchair—the reason being Sirhan, Rasmiyya's cousin, her fiance, who tried to kill me years after all this happened. Sirhan said nothing until the right moment. But when he joined the resistance, he remembered the wound I had inflicted on him and opened fire on me. Although he didn't kill me, my legs were paralyzed when the bullet lodged in my pelvis. I also lost a function more important than my legs.


While we lived in the desert, my father would always say to anyone around, “This Falihan—I fear him, and I fear for him!”


He didn't pay me enough attention. He would put his hand on his heart, for fear of the mistakes I might make. He would really tell me off whenever someone came to inform him that I'd been loitering among the Rabahina campgrounds next to our clan. He found this strange, as he believed that I had abandoned my Qur'anic studies to tend sheep and goats. He would come looking for me and ask, “How can you leave the sheep and goats in empty ravines and come like a stray dog to hang around in our neighbors' camps?”


“Don't worry about the animals, Father,” I would say to him. “There are three dogs with them to protect them.” But he was never satisfied with that. So I would make up an excuse and say, “I forgot to take my provisions, and I'm on my way back to our campground to eat,” but he still wouldn't believe me.


Here I was, spying on women who were busy either churning milk stored in goatskin jars to put on their thighs after lifting their thobs, or preparing food for their husbands and children, or bathing their children and washing their clothes, which they hung out in the sunshine on lines set up around the edges of the camp. How I wished I was a jar filled with milk, for a woman to put on her thigh, or a spoiled child for her to wash and cuddle in her arms. I found pleasure in watching the daily life of the women, who never stopped being busy from dawn until after sunset. I felt a tingling in my body as I saw some women in positions I would not have been able to capture if they had been aware of an adolescent watching them from a distance. I said to my father, “Marry me off to any of the girls of the clan!”


One night, the Rabahina clan had a wedding. I thought to myself that perhaps this would be the last wedding I'd see in the desert. Drought had given us no chance of remaining there, and my father talked of moving away, just as the Banu Hilal clan moved from Nejd to Tunisia in search of water and grazing.


I went to the evening wedding party. I stayed for a few minutes, watching the men lined up in the gathering, then slipped into where the women were singing and dancing.


From here to Safad there stretches a rope of desire,
 from here to Safad God's command has been fulfilled,
 they gave the beautiful girl to the handsome man,
 God's command has been fulfilled.


I stood at a distance from the door of the house, and in the light from the lamp saw the girls prancing like thoroughbreds, their embroidered thobs hanging down over their bodies. I stayed there watching without anyone seeing me or turning me away. The women sang and danced as I watched them. One woman seemed to have been overcome by her exuberance, unable to contain her feelings, as she sang.


O plucker of pomegranates, what's wrong with my own?
 Go away from the houses, and leave my pomegranates alone.


I couldn't wait. I went in, headed for the lamp, and blew it out. The singing and dancing stopped, and people began shouting. Then there was silence, as I said, “Girls, I've got something, I'm not saying what. Who wants it?” Someone said, “I want it,” and the other girls laughed. “Get out, you devil, get out!” said one of them.


I hurried out and left the wedding. When the news reached the men of the clan, there was a great commotion, and their anger only subsided when my father pursued the matter in accordance with the established customs. I didn't escape his anger, as he struck me on the face, yelling, “What do you think you're playing at, you pimp?”


The following night, I sat like a wounded jackal, listening to the wedding songs in the distance, which went on for seven days and nights.


My father feared my doing anything that would expose him to harm. He was still unable to escape from the shame inflicted on him and the family by my sister Falha, who had eloped with her lover. He berated me, demanding that I go back to the grazing land. I was wary of his anger and went back, carrying my provisions of bread and cheese with me, and the epic of the Banu Hilal. I sympathized with ‘Alya, whose husband Abu Zayd al-Hilali left her in her family camp, hoping that he would come back to her from his far-off place.


As my suspicious wanderings among the camps became more frequent, and I became involved in another scandal, my father found a fiancee for me from among the girls of the clan. I wished she had been called ‘Alya, the beautiful woman that Abu Zayd al-Hilali had fallen in love with. When he resolved to marry her, his tribe refused to consent to his wish, for it did not allow its men to marry outside the tribe. But when Abu Zayd insisted on marrying his beloved, the clan gave in to him, and he married her. The name of my fiancee was Sheikha. I loved her name, which was just as exalted as the name of ‘Alya. She was physically strong, not overly beautiful, but I loved her. When we moved from the desert to the heights above Jerusalem, Sheikha put up with all my moods. From the very beginning of her time with me, she observed how I strove to acquire money by any means, fair or foul. She was stunned when I fell in love with Rasmiyya, but didn't abandon me, despite the wrong I had done her.


Rasmiyya came to my attention when she traveled to the foot of the mountain. I realized that she had been torn from her home, from the place where she had been born and lived until she reached adolescence. She had been removed from the school where she used to take her lessons, then forced to leave her home and school, to leave her village with its trees and water, and the fields, plains and mountains that surrounded it. She had been made to come here against her will to live in a camp whose tents were alarmingly close together, so that there was no privacy and it was impossible to live a secure and honorable life. I watched her from a distance and pitied her, knowing how cruel time had been to her and her family. I started to sympathize with her, then began to see her as close to myself.


Now, here she is, sitting beside me in the courtyard of the house, drinking coffee with me and listening to the news of the catastrophe. She is preoccupied with my nephew Omar, just as she was twelve years ago, at the time of the slaughter in Amman. We were nervous at the time and prayed that the shooting would stop. Omar didn't come to any harm, and when the resistance left Amman and the forests of Jerash, he went with it to Beirut. Fazza‘, the son of my aunt Ma‘zuza, who was a soldier in the army, wasn't injured either. But a lot of blood flowed that never should have.


Rasmiyya sits beside me. The whiteness of her legs reveals her femininity, which she has still retained despite the passing of the years.


I got to know her a few months after the 1948 disaster. I was tending my sheep and goats on our land, which my father had bought to the north of Jerusalem for us to use as pasture for our flocks. We later built houses on it, in one of which I lived with Rasmiyya, while others were occupied by my brothers and by our sons and daughters.


I saw Rasmiyya gathering wood with other girls from the camp. At first, I saw nothing to distinguish her from the others. I saw a lot of girls, looking like a herd of goats, with old shoes and torn sandals on their feet, and faded thobs covering their bodies. They had lifted the hems of their thobs to the left and right, and fastened them under the cloth belts that went around their hips, so that their long underwear—of a sort that our women in Ra's al-Naba‘ didn't usually wear, or even think of wearing—could be seen under their thobs. When I first saw them on the bodies of the girls in the camp, I was appalled. What was the point of these trousers?


I saw the girls again in the spring at the foot of the mountain that ran parallel to our land as they gathered the mallow, thyme, and other herbs that were useful for cooking in times of hunger. I saw them in summer gathering firewood at the foot of the mountain, and wondered how the disaster had happened that had forced people to leave their homes and fields and orange groves.


My father used to sit in his guest room in Ra's al-Naba‘ before the disaster and say to those around him, “From the day I awoke to the world, this country has been tortured.” Meanwhile, he would recall my brother Yusuf, who had emerged from prison in Acre, where he had said goodbye to five years of his young life. Yusuf once again joined the revolt led by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Husseini. When ‘Abd al-Qadir was martyred in the battle of al-Qastal, my brother didn't despair. He continued the fight with the revolutionaries and was martyred in a confrontation defending Jerusalem.


His mother, Samiha, my father's fifth wife, insisted on his marrying when he came out of prison. Girls of the clan who were eager to get married would stand in his way to attract his attention in the hope that he would choose one of them to be his wife. They would send their little sisters to him with silk kerchiefs smelling of perfume, on which they had embroidered his name. They would come to our houses with their mothers, on the excuse that they wanted to visit his mother. But he paid them no attention, so much so that they believed he was no use to women. It seems he realized where life was taking him, and where his love for his country would take him. He chose to marry his country, and he had what he wanted. My father buried him, just as he had buried my brother Wattaf, killed before him by Jewish Agency employees.


I, Falihan ibn Mannan, thought, it is better not to put myself in difficult situations. I want to live as long as possible, and harvest as many pleasures from this world as I can. I continued to follow events in the country cautiously. When war broke out, my father continued to tell people in his guest room what he had seen and heard from the merchants of Jerusalem and his friends there. When he had tired of telling his news and stories, he would say, “The country has been lost and people displaced in every direction.”


Rasmiyya and her family were among those who had been displaced. She would come to the foot of the mountain. I could see the bottom of her underwear, made of cheap material. But I was no longer revolted by her wearing the pants, as I had been before. Her pants had begun to pose a sort of challenge to me. The exaggerated way in which they covered her body began to tempt me to strip them from her, to see her hidden body and uncover its secrets.


One time I noticed that she was wearing gray-colored pants fastened around her legs. I realized that they were not her usual pants. She was also wearing a multicolored jacket over her thob. I saw other girls in the camp wearing brightly colored blouses, with scarves of cotton or wool tied around their necks. I later learned that these pants and other clothes were part of the consignments that came from overseas and were distributed to the camps for free.


I only saw Rasmiyya in the gray underwear three times. Perhaps she felt that her body was unduly constricted in them, or perhaps one of the village girls who hadn't experienced the tragedy of being a refugee had criticized her for them, and Rasmiyya hadn't liked it and had taken off her pants, once and for all.


When I approached her one morning, I didn't expect her to avoid me, but she did. I realized that she hadn't been thinking of me or paying me any attention. She was absorbed in picking the mallow at the foot of the mountain. She seemed to be avoiding me, though her breasts, which could be seen through her thob, presented me with an unexpected dilemma. I could see her long underwear, and I was overcome by a desire to uncover what was hidden. I felt a fever sweeping through my body. I called her.


“What's your name, girl?”


“Why do you ask?”


“Do you trust my words?”


She hesitated a little before answering.


“What words?”


“I'm sitting on one rock, and you're sitting on another.”


I don't know why I resorted to this ritual, which we often used to use in the desert but abandoned when we started using written marriage contracts. I thought about the meaning of my words, but it seemed she hadn't understood what I meant. When she saw the lust in my eyes, she moved away.


“No, I don't want to.”


I left her, unable to forget her.


Whenever I saw her, my blood would start to boil with desire for her. I would approach her using any excuse possible, stand close to her, take my reed flute from under my belt, and give myself up to playing tunes—sometimes dance tunes, other times sad ones. I would play the tune Come on, come on, our loved ones went away without bidding us farewell. Meanwhile, my eyes never left her as she continued to pluck the mallow and other herbs, listening to the tunes I was playing, while pretending not to.


I knew that Wadha would find another opportunity to ruin my reputation. I still recall her claim in front of the women of the family that I was a rival to her son Muhammad al-Asghar for the leadership of the family.
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Muhammad al-Asghar


My mother, Wadha bint ‘Abd al-Hadi, feared for me. She wanted me to be trusted by my father, against all rivals, like Falihan.


Wadha


How tired my head is and how many woes have I seen! My wish is for my son Muhammad al-Asghar to be well thought of by his father, Mannan Muhammad al-‘Abd al-Lat, and so become the head of the family, and be able to fulfill the task that his father has entrusted to him. I say, and God is my provider, “Yes, Falihan, the son of my co-wife Mathila, is my son Muhammad al-Asghar's rival for the headship of the family.”


And I say that Falihan listens to what his mother Mathila says. Mathila doesn't like me. She is jealous of me. She aimed to maintain her hold over Mannan's heart, but she failed. Mannan belongs to me alone, not to any of his other three wives. I am the youngest of his wives, the sixth in order of his wives. Mathila is twenty years older than me, and Safiyya and Samiha are also older than me, and Fatima and Watfa, may God have mercy on them, are dead. Mannan pays more attention to me than to Mathila, Safiyya or Safiha. I know how to keep him in my house, and I know how to keep him relaxed and contented. If Falihan wants to help his mother get the better of me, I say to him, “You will not succeed, Falihan.”
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