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Zuha and the Book Vendor


Zuha did what she had vowed to do on the day her husband died. After midnight, she went to her hope chest and, from under a stack of linen sheets, took out the sleeveless blue dress that she had sewn in secret. The dress was fashioned after a photograph of a British model that she had seen in her husband’s wallet, protected by a clear plastic cover sewn into the leather. Zuha put on the dress. She untied her long dark hair that she wore in a single braid so that it fell delicately on her shoulders. With a pounding heart, she walked under the cover of the night sky to the cemetery and danced around her husband’s grave. She swayed her body provocatively, in defiance of a man who had controlled her every move. Zuha was aware that other women vowed to dance on their husbands’ graves as an expression of their displeasure with them. But as far as she knew, she was the first to actually do so.


Upon returning home, Zuha unlocked the large door which led to the courtyard. She was met with the sweet-scented air that had been trapped behind the high walls of her garden. The walls were built long ago by her dead husband’s departed father to contain his wife and to prevent her sight from wandering beyond her domestic chores and his needs. Unaccustomed to being in the courtyard so late at night and bewitched by the crescent moon in the sky, Zuha sat on the little bench close to the jasmine shrub and looked up. The jasmine, perhaps driven by desires of its own, climbed all the way to the top of the wall, and then draped its intricate branches and beautiful flowers onto the exterior side for passersby to admire.


Unable to have children, Zuha had poured her energy into the garden, in hope that its beauty would be a small compensation for her and her husband to enjoy. But he had never noticed the garden or his wife’s gentle nature. He was only preoccupied with the desire to have a boy. Other men had started to question his virility behind his back, for most women in Baradi were with a child after the first year of marriage. Remembering her husband’s nightly arguments and his cruelty, she wept happy tears. Realizing that it was never going to happen again, she removed her sweat-drenched dress from her quivering body, then moved closer to the jasmine shrub. Feeling the sensual pleasure of its flowers against her skin, she plucked the fragrant white blossoms and caressed them against her body. Tired, she walked into her house, still covered with flower petals, and soon fell asleep.


Still asleep, she heard the sound of the brass bell that was mounted above the courtyard door. She brushed off the jasmine petals before putting on her housecoat, and went to answer the door. Her neighbor had come to offer condolences and to help Zuha receive mourners. Surprised and annoyed by the floral scent in the room, the woman looked at Zuha reprovingly before opening the window, which let in an even sweeter scent into the room. Irritated by the perfumed air, she slammed the window shut.


Zuha received her neighbors’ condolences with a mixture of gratitude and anger. Men, with their hands raised to their hearts, spoke of the virtues that her husband had possessed and of his devotion to God. Ashamed of their doubts about his masculinity, they fabricated stories about his heroic deeds. Not for Zuha’s sake, but as an apology to the dead man and for their doubts about his virility for not having a child. They held the superstitious belief that the deceased have knowing power and can exact revenge on the living.


After everyone left, Zuha locked the large courtyard door. She began to rearrange the furniture. She removed the large obligatory photo of her dead husband that had dominated the central wall in her living room. She stripped the bed on which he died from a heart attack and began to wash the sheets that contained his smell. She felt happy and free, a feeling that she had not experienced since childhood.


It didn’t take long for her to accept her new independence. The self-reliance inherent to her character had only been subdued by marriage. Although it was only the beginning of her forty-day mourning period and too early for her to resume her work as a seamstress, she moved her sewing machine to a new spot near the window and began to sew a black mourning dress for herself. It was an offering to custom, and nothing more.


Zuha felt happy behind the walls. She had no desire to leave. She loved working in her garden, sheltered from probing eyes. Her daily food, delivered by women in the neighborhood, allowed her to remain inside. Soon she found that she had more food than she could eat. Sometimes women came in a group and marveled at how happy she seemed. Perhaps they even envied her position. She had a house and a means of livelihood. They looked at her beauty with admiration, though her black dress was over-sized and meant to hide the contour of her body. The women who in 1927 came to Baradi from Zatoni, her village through marriage, knew what was under the dress. They still remembered the day before her wedding, when they had to prepare her for the groom. They remembered the waxing party at her mother’s house. They remembered how beautiful and smooth her skin was. Although the waxing was unnecessary, they still went through with the ritual. The henna was reluctantly applied to her perfect hands that had no need for decoration. Above all, they admired her green eyes, for such eyes were extremely rare. Not knowing the history of the pillaging crusaders in their country, the women mistakenly assumed that her green eyes were a gift from a loving God.


After the death of her husband, Zuha seemed at first like those birds in the market that have known no other life than captivity. The door to their cage is left wide open, yet they choose to remain inside. She was aware of her self-imposed restrictions, and also of the societal expectations that demanded respect for the dead. Inwardly, however, she questioned how even an immoral person is somehow redeemed in death, as seemed to be the case with her husband.


Zuha thought of her mother, whom she hadn’t seen in thirteen years. Zuha’s husband had refused to let her visit Zatoni, where her mother lived, even though it was only an hour away by bus. Zuha decided that the first thing she was going to do after the forty days of mourning had passed was to finally make a visit. She recalled how she had depended on travelers from her village to bring news of her mother, since her pleas for permission to travel there had been ignored, even mocked. Her husband often taunted her, saying that her old mother’s breasts were too dry now for her to suckle.


Without her husband’s overseeing, Zuha had leisure to revel in the activity she loved most: tending to her garden. The flowerbeds blossomed profusely, rewarding her efforts, but the shallow pool that had once been stocked with goldfish was empty. She wished to go to the market and get goldfish. But she couldn’t; tradition was still acting as her dead husband’s proxy, if only for the next forty days.


On the second week of his passing, she allowed herself a visit to the food market: a necessity deemed acceptable by the people in her village. Walking back from the market, she noticed things that she hadn’t before. It felt as if it was her first walk through a street that had been her regular route for many years. In the past, her outings would be hurried with her eyes cast downward, but now she could look at her surroundings. Walking by the book vendor’s carpet, she quickly examined the vendor. He wore wire-rimmed spectacles and a tie that was pinned to his shirt. By virtue of his trade, he looked different from the other disheveled men of the market. His books were neatly stacked on an old Persian carpet spread on the sidewalk. She couldn’t stop to read the titles, but knew that she would return as soon as she was free of her restrictions.


Zuha welcomed the sight of her house when it appeared in the distance. She could see its graceful arches peeking over the courtyard walls. Sitting in her garden, she felt an overwhelming desire to see what was behind the door that led to the rooms where her in-law’s used to live. She decided to open it. The walls in the living room were a light shade of blue, and the furniture in it was carefully put together. Except for the colorful Persian rugs, the room had little decorative embellishment. The same elegant simplicity was carried throughout the space. Zuha had never known her husband’s family. She wondered how her husband turned out to be so boorish, growing up in such a refined environment.


After closing the door, Zuha went back to her own living quarters and sat at her sewing machine. Wanting to see if it was still in good working order, she placed her feet on the pedal. She listened as it began to hum. Imagining that she was moving forward through time, she pedaled faster and faster, and didn’t stop until her feet began to ache. Feeling silly, she moved to her cutting table and began to cut fabric for a new dress. She took more care this time. She wanted this dress to reflect the skills of which she was immensely proud. Upon completion, she pinned the hem of her new dress a fraction shorter than she would normally. Looking in the mirror, she decided to move it up just a little more. Her dress finished, she decided to wear it simply for her own pleasure.


She was looking at herself in the mirror when the bell swung above her front door. A middle-aged man stood on her doorstep. After greeting her, the man said that he was from Zatoni, her home village. He explained that her mother had heard about her husband’s passing and was concerned for her well-being. Assuring him that she was fine, she said that she would soon be visiting her mother, and thanked him for bringing the message.


Zuha welcomed the end of each day and waited for the next to bring her closer to the end of her mourning. In anticipation, she decided to separate her work space from her residence. She made plans to move to the section of the house where her in-laws had once lived. It was nicer, and devoid of memories. Her living room would transform into a workspace, and her old bedroom would become a guest room. The kitchen adjacent to the sewing room would be for making coffee for her clients. No one would see her living quarters, and she would have absolute privacy.


In preparation for the move, she went to bed early and was up the next day at six in the morning. The sun beamed on her garden, and she could feel its warmth filling her with energy and joy. Cleaning the new living space made her forget the calendar. She imagined all sorts of possibilities. She began to design a sign small enough to fit on the exterior panel of her courtyard door. She took a pencil and scribbled on a piece of cardboard, trying out different designs. Feeling emboldened, she wrote, “Zuha’s Dressmaking Shop.” She liked how it looked. She felt delirious with excitement. The possibilities were immense. That night, she went to bed with her mind brimming with ideas. The morning sun cleared her head and brought her back to the reality of her culture, and she made an effort to erase the sign from her memory. She even felt slightly embarrassed at having dared to imagine her name on a sign that every man in her village would see.


With few days of mourning left, Zuha began the preparation for her visit to Zatoni. When the day arrived, she packed a suitcase and was about to leave her house when the bell above her courtyard door swung rapidly. Lifting the latch, her friend, Nabila, rushed in and took shelter behind her back, pleading for Zuha to protect her from her raging husband who was trailing behind. Knowing that there was no man in the house, he burst into the courtyard and saw his wife cowering behind Zuha. Nabila’s strategy worked. Her husband, Yousef, came to a full stop. Disarmed by Zuha’s beauty, he stood there fumbling for something to say. Then he glared at his wife angrily and walked out. Nabila asked if she could stay for a while, at least until her husband’s anger had subsided. Zuha sat her by the fountain and listened as Nabila expressed her sorrow that her daughters had to witness Yousef’s verbal abuse, and her own inability to stop his rants.


As the bus moved away from Baradi, Zuha, who had been rooted in her house for many years, felt nervous. Her uneasiness about leaving her house grew worse on the bumpy road, which made her queasy all the way home. When she arrived in Zatoni, she walked with her head down, remembering a path that she knew by heart.


Her mother, Amina, like so many older women of her generation, lived without any expectations. For her, things happened when God willed them to happen. She thanked God for returning her daughter to her. Much had changed since their separation. They spent the first few days reminiscing about their distant past. Sitting with her mother, Zuha tried to sort out her emotions. She'd only been with her for a short time, but it seemed that her mother had run out of things to say. Zuha felt confused when she realized that she didn’t have much to say to her either. And yet, her mother seemed satisfied to just be with her. To break the silence, Zuha invited her mother to Baradi, with a promise of pleasant times in her garden. But her mother was reluctant, accustomed to her quiet life, and said that she was happy at home. Failing to entice her mother with pleasure, she tempted her with duty. “I could really use your company during this difficult period in my life,” Zuha said. It worked, and the old woman accepted the invitation.


The news of Zuha’s visit to Zatoni spread quickly. Old friends came to see her. Following a long-established code of behavior, they restrained themselves from laughter or light conversation, offering her condolences for the loss of her husband. Salim, a childhood friend who lived next to her mother’s house, also came to visit, bringing his wife and three children. Zuha remembered playing with him when they were young, climbing trees and picking wild flowers. She had secretly believed that he was the boy she was going to marry. Happy to be with her friends, Zuha vowed never to be separated from them again.


Sitting on the bus, Zuha’s mother appeared to be at ease, even happy to be traveling after so many years at home. When they arrived in Baradi, Zuha left her sitting in the courtyard and went in to prepare a meal. Shortly after dinner, her mother said that she was ready for bed, though Zuha was longing for conversation. All Amina could offer her daughter was silence. The next morning, Zuha woke up to find that her mother was already in the kitchen making coffee and whispering her daily prayer. Afraid that she would be asked to join in, she went back to her room, put on her work dress, and walked out to her garden. She no longer said her prayers. Communication with God had stopped after her marriage to a man who demanded all of her devotion.


Zuha was happy to have her mother with her. She felt strong when they went to the market. Having her by her side gave her the courage to stop near the book vendor’s carpet. She hesitated at first, and it was not until she heard his greetings that she stepped onto the carpet. Feeling like someone who had ventured into forbidden domain, Zuha’s heart raced. Her husband had forbidden reading. However, she quickly bought the first book within reach.


Zuha’s quiet house came to life when friends and neighbors came to greet her mother. Discovering that her daughter was happy as a seamstress, and seeing how much affection she received from her friends, made Amina happy. Later in the week she was able to bid her daughter farewell knowing that the visit made them both stronger.


While cleaning the dresser drawers one morning, Zuha came across her husband’s wallet. Her heart beat faster when she remembered how she had once found his wallet left open on the dresser, and how she quickly copied the model’s dress on a piece of paper while her husband showered. Except for the few coins in the little pouch, the wallet was empty. It was as though he had carried it only for the photo’s sake. Free of fear, she stood there and examined the model more carefully. She noticed the flowing hair, and the bright red lips smiling as though without a single care. She wondered just how often he had looked at the picture. Had he desired this woman? He expected her to live a life of piety, and yet he had walked around carrying a picture of a free woman in his pocket. It was so absurd that it made her angry. She placed the wallet back in the drawer, went to her sewing machine, and resumed her work, but she was ill at ease. She recalled how her mother had lived her entire life without any aspirations and accepted her submissive life without protest. Zuha did not want the same fate. In an act of defiance, she decided to display her secret blue dress. She hung it on the wall in her sewing room.


Seeing the dress, some of her friends wanted one like it. They were willing to pay anything she asked, as long as she would keep the secret dresses in her house and away from their husbands. They selected bright colors and a variety of forbidden styles, and waited in anticipation while Zuha sewed. Energized by excitement she had never felt before, Zuha worked into the late hours day after day. Finally, when the dresses were ready, she invited the women all together, and locked the main door that led to her courtyard. Wearing their new dresses, the women sat in the garden, drinking mint tea, looking demure but feeling rebellious. It seemed as if this gathering was a rehearsal for things to come. Zuha knew that the secret meeting in her garden was just a whimsical reprieve from everyday realities, but she hoped that future gatherings would serve as an exercise in self-expression.


Noticing a book on the small table where Zuha often sat to read, one of her friends inquired in a sly tone if the book vendor was happy to see her on his carpet.


“He is happy to sell his books, and as far as I can tell, he is not happier to see me than he would be to see any other client,” responded Zuha.


“The man must surely be blind,” said her friend. “If I were a man, I would be lighting a candle by your image on every day of the week.” Zuha laughed and put the thought aside.


Once the dresses were completed, Zuha spent her evenings reading, sometimes past midnight, unaware of the time, absorbed in stories from faraway places. She was eager to read more but feared that stopping at the carpet too often would be seen as inappropriate. She walked to his carpet, resolved to buy two books at once.


Aware of her haste, he selected a book by the Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran, and said that she might like it. Blushing at what seemed like intimacy, Zuha paid for it without looking and left in a hurry.


Walking home, she felt as though the book in her purse was now acting as a liaison with a man she hardly knew yet felt deeply attracted to. She entered her courtyard, locked the door behind her, then sat near her jasmine to read. When it was dark she went inside, lit the oil lamp, and continued to read in bed until the oil ran out. Then she fell asleep.


The book returned to her mind in the morning, and even then she could feel its transformative effect on her. She was still daydreaming when the bell swung over her door. She rushed to the door and found Nabila standing alone.


“I’m glad that he’s not after you,” Zuha said, relieved. “I’m not in the mood to humor him again.” Nabila said that she only wanted to put her secret dress on for a while.


Zuha understood. She knew that Nabila was in a troubled marriage, and she welcomed her friend, hoping that a peaceful hour would restore her self-esteem. After giving her the dress, Zuha guided her to a chair by the fountain, then went back to her room. Watching the rebellious expression on Nabila’s face, Zuha realized that the secret dresses were much more than a silly affectation.


A few days later, Zuha was returning from the market, when she found Yousef pounding on her door. Pleading for her help, he explained that Nabila had drunk stove cooking fuel and was convulsing.


People stood aside as Zuha raced by them. Yousef trailed behind. Upon her arrival, Zuha found found the seemingly lifeless body of her friend on the floor. She immediately began pressing her stomach and turning her body to make her vomit up the poisonous oil. Yousef stood by watching helplessly, as his young daughters Samira and Halima cried. Abandoning civility, Zuha shouted at Yousef to take the girls away. She lifted Nabila into a sitting position and stuck her finger down her throat. Nabila vomited, expelling everything in her stomach. Gasping for air, she opened her eyes and saw Zuha holding her. Still enraged, Zuha called Yousef and commanded him to mop the floors. He complied. She said that she was going to take Nabila to her own house, and until she was fully recovered, he would have to care for the girls. She packed fresh clothes and took her away.


Not accustomed to caring for his daughters, Yousef didn’t know how to console them. His next-door neighbor, hearing their cries, finally took them to her home, cursing the uselessness of their father. Nabila was grateful to be with her friend, but felt uneasy about being away from her daughters. In the end, she felt too exhausted to resist the comfort of Zuha’s bed and fell asleep.


The next morning, Zuha followed her usual morning ritual, putting her coffee on a tray and walking into her garden. But her mind was still on Nabila. She knew that she would have to send her back home to her daughters. She also knew that Yousef’s initial compliance was the result of shock, fearing that his wife was going to die. She was certain that he would soon come and demand his wife’s return.


At that moment, Nabila came out and said that she was ready to return to her girls. Reluctantly, Zuha walked her back, but she was still worried for her safety, and feared that Nabila might try to take her life again.


Over the next few days, Zuha’s mind continued to drift back to Nabila and her daughters, but she knew that she couldn’t do much for her. She decided to take the afternoon off and went to look in on her. To her surprise, Nabila looked at peace with herself. Nabila explained that her husband had hidden the jerrycan containing the poisonous stove fuel. She interpreted his gesture as an act of love. Somewhat relieved, Zuha returned to her house. Since it was almost dusk, and too late to resume her sewing, she decided to remove her in-laws’ personal possessions from the armoire. Going through their clothes, Zuha uncovered an old book of poetry tucked away between the folded garments. Realizing that it was written hundreds of years ago, Zuha sat on her bed and began to read a poem written by the Granadan poet Hafsa bint Al-Hajj. She was surprised to read the account of this Arab woman freely extolling the erotic pleasures that she had experienced with her lover, Abu Ja’far, the Andalusian poet. The poetry of Hafsa bint Al-Hajj and that of other female poets in the book were new to Zuha. As a young woman, she loved to write stories and poems, but her marriage had ended that practice.


Unable to keep up with the increased demands of her many clients, Zuha asked Nabila for help. It was a way to get Nabila out of her house, and she thought that some financial help might improve Nabila’s relationship with her husband, yet the opposite was true. When Yousef found out that his wife was working, he showed up at Zuha’s door in a rage. Again, he had difficulty expressing his anger in Zuha’s serene presence. He listened to Zuha explain that Nabila could not have found a safer place to be: “Your wife is behind these high walls and I’ll make sure that she goes home before the girls return from school. Nabila will also be making money. She could help you pay for some of the household expenses.” Persuaded by the financial argument, Yousef departed quietly.


A week later, Nabila reported to Zuha that, by having extra money in his pocket, Yousef often left the house without his usual threats, and he was still pleasant when he returned at the end of the day. Happy with this sudden change, Nabila felt that perhaps his anger was circumstantial, and that in time he could change. However, it was not long before her husband returned to his aggressive behavior.


Nabila told Zuha that she would have left him long ago had her own father not sent her back when she returned home to ask her parents for help. “My father sided with him, accusing me of being a rebellious wife. He explained to me that a man has to vent his anger somewhere.”


Seeing how distraught her friend was, Zuha took her outside to sit near the fountain. She could not find the right words to say. The only thing that she could offer her was her garden and the poetry book that she had found in the armoire, to take her mind off her troubles.


After working on her machine for a while, Zuha went back out to see how Nabila was, and found her completely immersed in the book. “I can hardly believe that there was a time when Arab women were allowed to express their love and lust freely without shame,” she said. Happy to see that Nabila was calmer, Zuha made lunch and they spent the day reading to each other by the fountain.


Zuha was walking to the market one day, when she saw the book vendor anchoring a large umbrella into a base that he had fabricated out of a metal container filled with stones. Feeling a slight embarrassment at being caught without his jacket on, he apologized for his disheveled appearance. He was reassured when Zuha said that she liked the umbrella. Since she was already on the carpet, she selected a book and was about to pay for it, when he took it from her hand and placed it in a paper bag bearing his name. She looked at the bag and read aloud, “Mustafa Amin, Book Vendor.” Beaming with pride, he thanked her and went back to finishing his work on the umbrella.


For the rest of the week, the image of Zuha’s lips uttering his name continued to float in his head. He began to anticipate her return. The next few days, he was distracted and even curt with his female customers, whose only offense was that they were not Zuha, the woman he was longing to see.


Zuha and Nabila were sewing side by side when a new client came to the door. Surprised to see a woman with short hair and wearing pants like a man, they were reluctant to let her into the house. Speaking softly, she greeted the two women, apologized for wearing pants, then removed the white jacket that she wore on top of her tight-fitting blouse, revealing the contours of her small breasts. “This is all I have to offer as proof of my gender.” Zuha smiled and let her into the courtyard.


Being a city woman, Rula was not only different in appearance, but her way of speaking was more direct. She looked at Zuha and asked, “What is a beautiful woman like you doing behind these walls?” Feeling defensive, Zuha said that it was where she wanted to be.


Fascinated by the new client, Nabila asked if she was there for a wedding dress. Rula laughed. “I don’t have time for marriage.” Nabila was dumbfounded. She had never imagined that a woman had a choice not to marry.


Rula explained that she wanted a traditional dress to wear to a special event. Zuha took her measurements, then offered her a cup of coffee. In the kitchen, Rula watched with fascination as Zuha made coffee, which needed to be boiled seven times. Zuha would lift the little pot every time it foamed and was about to boil over. When the foam settled down, she would put it back on the stove and boil it again. Rula asked why coffee had to be boiled seven times. Careful not to look away from the boiling coffee, Zuha said that it was what her mother had always done.


“My mother and every other mother in the country and their mothers always boiled it seven times too,” answered Rula. “But we never did know why.”


“Let’s see what happens if we only boil it six times,” said Zuha mischievously, and they walked out smiling.


Enchanted by the garden and the charming atmosphere, Rula sat near the fountain, slowly sipping her coffee, so slowly that day turned into twilight. Realizing that it was late, she thanked Zuha and left in a hurry.


A short time later, she returned. She had missed the last bus out of Baradi and didn’t know what to do. Zuha offered her the guest room. As night approached, Zuha lowered the oil lamp from the ceiling, removed its glass chimney, lit the wick, and placed the chimney back on the lamp. She pulled on the string that was threaded through the pulley on the ceiling and lifted the lamp back to its desired height.


After dinner, she lit the portable lamp, so that she and her guest could move around the house. Rula watched as their shadows danced on the walls. Mesmerized, she waved her arms in the air and saw her shadow respond. Captivated, she broke into a full dance. Zuha looked on with delight as her guest abandoned decorum. At ease with her body, Rula danced freely.


Leading the way, Zuha walked out to her courtyard and sat by the fountain. The moonlit sky, overshadowing the oil lamp, made their shadows disappear. Rula sat panting and trying to catch her breath, before declaring that it was the most fun she had had in a long time.


It was six in the morning when the aroma of coffee reached Rula’s room. She opened her eyes and was happy to see that the light had returned. Zuha was already outside by the fountain sipping her coffee. Rula quickly joined in. After breakfast, Zuha walked her to the bus stop and asked her to return in three days for her first fitting.
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