

[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]




First published 2019 by


Interlink Books


An imprint of Interlink Publishing Group, Inc.
 46 Crosby Street, Northampton, MA 01060
 www.interlinkbooks.com




Copyright © Mhani Alaoui, 2019


All rights reserved; no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:
 Names: Alaoui, Mhani, author.
 Title: Aya Dane / by Mhani Alaoui.
 Description: Northampton MA : Interlink Books, an imprint of Interlink Publishing Group Inc., [2019]


Identifiers: LCCN 2018036320 | ISBN 9781623719685
 Classification: LCC PR9170.M53 A525 2019 | DDC 823/.92--dc23
 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018036320


Printed and bound in the United States of America


To request our complete 48-page, full-color catalog, please call us toll free at 1-800-238-LINK, visit our website at www.interlinkbooks.com or write Interlink Publishing, 46 Crosby Street, Northampton, MA 01060 e-mail: info@interlinkbooks.com








to Amine




one


My name is Aya Dane.


If you’re reading these words, it means I’ve left my life behind. It means that, once you’ve heard news of my disappearance, you’ve entered my studio of your own free will and taken what you need.


First, you look through my old pictures, my clothes, my books. Then, with barely concealed excitement, you walk into my studio and set your eyes upon what means the most to me—my work. You sift through the colors, the browns, purples and yellows, the rare burgundy and proud ochre. You touch the transformed material, wood, iron, glass, cloth, plastic that are my labor.


You look at my work, sprawled and abandoned before you, and wonder wherein lay the secret of my talent. You won’t feel any shame, for it’s your right, is it not, to take apart a life once its owner has disappeared.


Your curiosity leads you deeper into my work, into the mechanics of my art and the complexities of its composition. Then, because that’s what interests you the most in the end and because the silence and crimson light of my studio can be stifling, you begin looking for closed boxes and hidden caches.


You begin to believe that there must be more than meets the eye, and, of course, you are right. You open drawers, rummage through the discarded objects at the back of the studio, move aside carpets and furniture, push aside the small, absurd details that we call a life. Until, finally, you find what you were looking for.


Does a sense of entitlement soothe any guilt pangs you might have at stripping my home bare, at discarding my intimacy? Does your position of power enable your curiosity, justify your violations?


But then, who am I to throw the first stone? After all, was I not responsible for having left so abruptly? Hasn’t my disappearance left my life without protection, up for grabs?


And now, you really don’t care anymore, because you have found what you came for. Perhaps you didn’t even know this was what you came for until you found it.


You gaze at a lined notebook you discover at the bottom of a box underneath my bed. Aya Dane had many secrets, the words on the pages whisper to you. You take out the notebook, gently, as though it could break. You hold it, tightly, like the predator holding its victim close lest she run away. You breathe, your heartbeat impossible to control.


Only then do you sit down in the leather chair with a cup of tea steaming on the table in front of you, and truly look at the pages lying between your hands.


No one interrupts you, for you claimed you were an old friend, an insurance agent, a private detective, a concerned doctor. And you begin to read.


This is my story, lying open in your hands.


I never planned on writing it down. I wrote these pages in my notebook because of you. Because of the memories that came back to me after fifteen years of forgetfulness. And they came back with force, fierceness, vengeance. They came back in the guise of a voice that whispered to me in the dead of night, when the day’s dust had settled.


I don’t know why or how I began to remember. I only know for certain that my memories returned, that a voice spoke for me, and I transformed into she, after I heard the pianist play.




two 


The pianist’s song rang all around her. Notes hung in the air as she walked quickly through the plush lobby of David’s apartment building. They followed her, tugged at her, burst against the back of her head, as she hurried out of the building.


She had spent the night at David’s. It wasn’t often that Aya was willing to leave her place and sleep in another bed. There were certain evening rituals she had to do in order to fall asleep. So it was difficult for her to spend a night anywhere else than at her own place. But he had asked her to come over. He had said it was important, that it was time she ventured out of her hole and come to him. There was something a bit cold about his tone, and words. But, behind his detachment, Aya sensed genuine worry, a gentleness, which drew her to him.


Aya was awake and David asleep when his next-door neighbor, a ghostlike, elusive man, placed his hands on the keyboard of the piano in the lobby and began to play a song, over and over. The song troubled her. It was a Leonard Cohen ballad she hadn’t heard since she was a child, in her home in Tangiers. She sat up and listened quietly, barely breathing or moving. Finally, the tune’s repetitiveness, its soft, lonesome cruelty, overwhelmed her. She grabbed her clothes and ran out of David’s apartment.


Struggling to control the memories that had risen out of the pianist’s dark tune, she pulled on her gloves, pushed the heavy revolving doors at the end of the building’s entry hall, and stepped out onto the sidewalk.


A damp chill seeped into the marrow of her bones. She zipped up her coat against the cold and looked around at the quiet, empty streets. It was a holiday. Today would be a day of feasting and warm fires. But it was still very early in the morning, so she could avoid human contact in the streets. She looked up at the high windows and curved balconies lining the brownstones of the Back Bay, and imagined the homes as they would be later that day. Long tables laden with food, silver candelabra and crystal vases filled with flowers. Elegant, unattainable figures moving lightly between tables and balconies.


She walked under the snow-covered trees, alongside whitened bushes to her right, then turned north and continued until she reached the Charles River. Crossing Harvard Bridge into Cambridge, she lowered her head against the iciness rising from the river below, trapped in its white silence. Leaving the bridge, she let the empty streets guide her through their maze. The high-rises and gilded brownstones of Boston rose behind her, as her steps crunched the thin layer of snow covering the soft green grass that lined the bay of the Charles River.


Her phone rang.


It was David. “Daoud” as she liked to whisper to him when they were in bed together, or just sitting, facing one another, in almost complete silence, in the penumbra of her home. Daoud, for the alluring appeal and incomprehensible syllables that caused him, for reasons he could not comprehend but that she could, to shiver in disgust.


“You left without saying goodbye.”


Her breath shortened and she tightened her grip on the phone. His tone was concerned, poised.


“The pianist woke me up. And I didn’t want to wake you.”


“What pianist?”


“The blind pianist who lives in your building.”


“What blind pianist, Aya?”


“The one who plays Duke Ellington and Leonard Cohen. Whose apartment is next to yours.”


“There is no blind pianist on my floor.”


Aya held back her reply. David was oblivious to details, while she noticed every single, excruciating thing. She shifted topics.


“I have a canvas waiting for me, dying in the light of day.”


“A canvas? Can’t it wait?”


“No. It can’t. Not this time.”


“...This new project you’re working on, it’s not like the others.”


“No, it’s not.”


“Why is it so special?”


“It isn’t what it appears to be. It will change things.”


“It sure is changing you. Ever since you began working on it, you haven’t been yourself. I’m worried about you. You’re taking your pills?”


“I’m home, David. I need to go.”


She hung up.


______


Aya had reached the quaint Victorian house where she lived. The owners, a middle-aged couple in the tech business, had moved to San Francisco and rented her the house. But Aya decided to occupy the top floor only, because the rest of the house, where the family once lived, felt too large, too unfamiliar and uncontrollable. She never lingered on the first floor, but would quickly cross the foyer and climb the three flights of stairs that led to the attic.


When she moved in, she had tried to live downstairs. First, she had spent the night in the master bedroom. But the wind howled against the maple trees, filling the window with ominous shadows and rattling it incessantly. Then, she’d tried the children’s bedroom. Though she felt safer and more tranquil in the smaller, squarer room, she still couldn’t sleep, bothered by the lack of light and the thin windows that looked out onto the graying lawn. After that, she had tried the living room, but its dark, dusty corners seemed to hide monstrous lives in their folds.


So Aya had climbed the three flights of stairs that led to the top floor of the house and pushed open the door into the attic. Its slanted walls and curved ceiling pulsated peace and quiet, a welcome anonymity. There she lived and worked, diligently avoiding the rest of the house. The attic, she thought, held the soul of this unknowable place. Sometimes, she thought that dark and secret experiments were once conducted there, under an all-seeing gaze, and that perhaps she was its last, and darkest, one.


She pushed the key into the lock, turned it and entered. With the owners’ agreement, she had had high windows installed in the exterior walls, so that a maximum amount of light could come pouring in, during the greatest number of hours. She had split the attic into two, very different parts. A large glass panel that slid open in the middle cut the space in two uneven halves. The smaller part extended into a balcony overlooking the garden and the street below and was divided into a bedroom, a living room with a fireplace, and a small kitchen. That was her living area. A bookcase brimming with books covered an entire wall. She found some joy in the wrought-iron balcony and the old fireplace that could still nurture a fire. In front of the fireplace was an oak coffee table, covered in old magazines and melted candles. Between the coffee table and the fireplace were two worn, brown leather sofas. She couldn’t remember where she bought the sofas or the coffee table, but it must have been at the antique store not far from the house. The other, larger, part of the attic was her art studio, where light came streaming in, where she kept her canvases and art supplies. She liked to leave a small light burning there at night. It comforted her, let her hold onto the remains of the spent day, kept sounds and fears at bay. She put down her bag and coat and went into the kitchen to prepare some tea.


______


Water boiled, odorless and colorless, in the curved copper teapot. A pinch of Chinese gunpowder tea, rubbed between her fingers, mint leaves, strewn into the boiling water, their fragrance, fresh and cool, mingling with the black tea and the hot water. She pushed the sugar in, through the mint leaves, through the Chinese gunpowder tea and into the darkness beneath as some of its crystalline sweetness stuck to her fingertips. She watched as the tea simmered and closed her eyes to take in its peculiar, incomparable scent. Her own, private, secret Orient in the dark interior of a rounded teapot... On the rare occasions when she had guests over, she would offer regular tea, or chamomile or verbena, but she never offered them the Moroccan mint tea. The infrequent guests would joke that there was nothing of the East left in her, that she was completely Westernized. She would smile and pick up her glass of shiny white wine, while gold and blue arabesque figures danced and fissured behind her eyelids.


She drank the tea and felt its sweetness, its freshness, but also the darkness that lurked inside the copper teapot and now coursed through her body.


She did not drink this tea to remember the faraway fragrances of home. She did not drink it to awaken soft memories of the past. She drank this tea, alone, to touch the darkness at its heart, one that endlessly echoed inside her. Darkness that transformed into pain that burned behind her eyes and seared through her body.




three


When she was a little girl, Aya was afraid of the dark. When her mother tucked her in at night, she could never simply close her eyes and go to sleep, like other children could. Every night, she would ask her mother, “If I swim down the deepest depths of the ocean, will you come with me, will you come with me into the darkest darkness?” And every night her mother would answer, “I will come with you to the darkest, deepest darkness.” And her mother would drink her mint tea and stroke her hair till she fell asleep. In the morning, when the sunlight hit the tiny room and the purple bougainvillea brushed against the window, Aya would find her mother’s empty glass with the darkened grains of tea at the bottom, still wet.








four


It was the twenty-seventh of November, a day in the midst of a crisp autumn, broken by a snowfall. It was a day that Aya had shut tightly at the back of her mind every year for the past fifteen years. Her phone lit up and she saw she had received a text message. She pressed the icon, and the message, from an international number, popped up on the screen. For the past fifteen years, she had received a text from the same number; the same exact message, from the same exact international number. For the past fourteen years she would look at it, and then delete it.


As the fire burns,
The journey becomes loss
The departure, exile.


She knew who had sent her the message. She knew it could only be from him. This year, once again, she glanced at the text and was about to delete it, when she noticed a difference. The fourteen previous messages had three lines. This one had four.


As the fire burns,
The journey becomes loss
The departure, exile.
And the muñeca breaks.


And the muñeca breaks. The muñeca. She shivered at the forgotten sound, at this word, that she hadn’t heard in such a long time. A word that brought back the tenderness of childhood, of the special language that cradled a Tangiers childhood. Muñeca: the word for doll in both Spanish and Tangerine Arabic. It was a word that held in its lithe, graceful consonants all the language of love, affection and play between an older Tangiers generation, bred in the melodious Spanish ways and the aristocratic Andalusi lifestyle, and a younger one. Them. They, the forsaken ones. A word that temporarily mended the breaks between parents and grandparents who had been raised in the Moorish culture, and their children, a word astride the old and the new, the aristocratic and the impoverished, the sophisticated and the brutalized. A word that, to Aya, represented the endless dance of the two, the eternal back and forth where old and new spin and turn until they fade into unfettered loss.


Gradually, her thoughts wrapped around the word, hung on its letters, reached toward its curious presence. Why was the word there? This had to be deliberate, it couldn’t be a mistake. What did it mean? What did he—it had to be him, who else could it be?—want from her still after all these years, when all she wanted was to be left alone.


Muñeca. She could remember one muñeca, and only vaguely; her doll, made of porcelain, as some precious dolls were at the time. It was a pretty little thing with curly blonde hair and a delicate red and black lace dress. But that was all she could remember. She tried to recall some other detail, a place or a scene, but could only conjure emptiness. And yet she sensed that the doll held a special meaning, even though she couldn’t decipher it. She sensed that she had been attached to her muñeca, perhaps had even loved it.




For the past fourteen years, she had read the message and deleted it without answering. This year she couldn’t bring herself to erase the message, but neither could she answer it. She saved the message and pushed the phone away. She had already wasted enough time on it. She had the most important work of her life to do. She rose and walked toward the glass paneling that separated her living space from her art studio and slid the doors open.


______


She stood in front of the canvas. Canvases were one part of her work. They were its first emanation, which then crawled and spread out on the floor, in the form of installations made of glass, steel, brick, wood, debris. She didn’t know in advance the shape or material each particular sculpture might take. But they derived from the canvas itself.


Her installations started by accident. She had been working on a painting of a boat drifting at sea, when a drop of blue paint fell on a glass container at her feet. The blue on the glass shimmered and seemed to reflect the light that came from the canvas, appeared to complete the trail of white and blue left by the lost boat in its wake. That was when her work transformed from painting to installation.


A woman’s undulating brown hair would spill over onto a corroded metal container that Aya would then chisel to emulate the flow of hair. Eyelashes on closed eyes would become sheets of shredded paper, hanging from a wooden stick. The muscles on a bent back would become yellow foam threaded throughout by gauze and horizontal needles. The traditional Tangiers dress of heavy silk and gold thread became brown sand and colored glass. A work might be arranged like a crime scene or a funeral wake, or a haunting. And at the center of every piece, on the canvas’s lower right-hand corner—on the right because it was reminiscent of Arabic writing and the lost traces of the Arabic alphabet—Aya placed a blood-red flower, aslant, asleep, made of painted porcelain.


This time, it would be different. This piece would be a painting, like her original work. Solely a canvas, which breathed back into itself all its broken fragments, its wood and metal shards.


The blank canvas stood tall and thin in front of Aya. Here, everything was at stake. Somehow, she had to harness the forces at bay.


It began a week ago, very early one morning, while she was at work in her studio. She was gazing, in the white light of early dawn, at a yet untouched metal block, mixing paints and turpentine, when she heard a knock at the door. She paused, for no one came to her this early in the day. She walked across the space to the door. She was about to open it, when she noticed on the floor a letter that apparently had been slipped beneath the door. How did the mailman, or courier, get into the house, and then upstairs? She picked up the letter and opened the door, but no one was there. She went to the window facing the street and thought she spotted a man in a dark felt hat and long coat turn the corner. A heavy mist clung to him, surrounding him. When he disappeared around the corner, the mist vanished with him. Aya’s head ached and her vision swayed.


The letter was on gold-red paper, scented and sealed with red wax. The message itself was headed by a coat of arms: twins sitting on a high throne.




Dear Miss Aya Dane,


I have been observing your work for some time now and believe it could be a right addition to my collection. You know who I am, I assume. But before your work can be added to my collection, you must pass a final adjudication. Forty days from the time you receive this letter, I wish to see one piece of art, old or new. You may choose which one, and in which medium. The choice is yours. But it must be one that captures your essence. This will be your sole opportunity.


Until then, my deepest respect,
Ari


Who was this Ari? Why did he come to her? Why did he choose her? The more she puzzled over it, the more she began to believe that she had heard his name, had encountered him, before. She began searching for him in her library. She noticed that almost every art book or art history treatise had his name on the copy, although one had to look closely to notice it. If he had a last name, it was never referenced. And his name wasn’t written in the same script as the other words. It was always the same, ancient-looking script as the one used in the letter she received. And it was in red. She then searched him on the internet. The search results also appeared in that archaic script, inscribed in deep, dark red, as though he occupied his own interstitial space in virtual reality.


Ari, she read, was a rainmaker in the art world. He was on the board of a great number of museums and auction houses. His art columns could propel an artist to fame, and—here the red script became darker, a burgundy, a purple, a rough violet—destroy another. He was a terrifying, fascinating and elusive patron.


Aya learned that Ari would deliver emblazoned letters to the artists he took an interest in. To be chosen by him was considered a precious gift. Ari was not just one of the greatest art critics and collectors in the world. He was a force of nature. He could turn the fate of art and artists, make and unmake careers and lives.


No one knew where he was from. His past was unknown. Some claimed he was Indian, of a Maharaja family, others that he was an Iranian Jew, still others that he was born in the poorest neighborhood of Lima before rising to success as the apprentice of an eccentric Peruvian art collector and millionaire, yet others that he was a woman posing as a man.


Ari could immortalize an artist’s work. It was believed that the ones whose work he included in his collection would live on forever. It was rumored that his invitations were always preceded by such hand-delivered, old-fashioned letters summoning artists to create their signature works of art. He would then decide whether or not the artist deserved a place in his collection. Aya felt a great disquiet: why had she never heard of Ari before, and if she had—and this doubt burrowed into her mind, plagued her—how could she have forgotten about him?


At first, confused and frightened, she decided to ignore the letter. She put it in a drawer in the armoire and tried to push it out of her mind, which worked at first. But little by little, eerie dreams began to haunt her and strange sounds interrupted her sleep. She couldn’t tell if the noises were real or if she was imagining them.


One night she stood up in bed, fighting the sudden backache and headache that had seized her, and stared at the armoire. She thought she saw, thought she heard the drawers shake and rattle. A gust of wind blew in, a drawer cracked open, and something slid onto the floor. She walked across the bedroom, stepped through the glass panel doors and into the studio. There on the floor, golden and red, lay Ari’s letter. When she picked it up, it seemed to turn a warmer burgundy, a more intense purple.


Aya placed it on the nightstand by her bed. If it wasn’t hidden, it couldn’t play tricks on her. The next morning, she discovered the letter at the foot of her bed. She put it back on the nightstand. And every morning after that she discovered the letter at the foot of her bed. Every morning she would put it back on the nightstand. Her backache and headache worsened. The stabbing pain became unbearable, and she found that she could now barely leave her bed.


Finally, one morning, she picked up the letter and reread it, slowly and carefully. As she did, the pain in her back and head began to ebb. She closed her eyes. After so many years alone, why should she refuse such a chance? After all, her work was at a tipping point. She was, as people in the industry said, an artist on the rise, on the brink of success, although she wasn’t quite there yet. So many others, like her, ended up completely forgotten, their talent wasted, their promise subdued. Why should she refuse success when it came to her door? She had worked hard to achieve what she had. Why not play by the rules, for once, play their game, his game, and show what she could do. Why not submit?


As these thoughts ran through Aya’s mind, the pain subsided and a gentle calm swept over her. She would give Ari what he came looking for. And give herself the solace that evaded her. 
 



five


Aya stood quietly in front of the canvas. Before she touched a new canvas, she always became consumed by fear and hope. A canvas or installation could become many things as a work progressed. Then the many would become the one, the canvas would submit to her, a perfect expression of her intentions, her desires for it, her dreams for herself. But a work could also turn hostile and reject her desire and touch, her labor. Worse yet, it could remain cut off from her, lifeless, unresponsive.


In the next few weeks, from its marked surface, Aya needed to produce her most accomplished work. She had fought hard for what she had, kept hope alive at the greatest cost. Here she was now, at the door of greatness. She could live on forever, despite and beyond society’s desire to crush her, or simply forget her. No one could ever deny that she too had once existed, that she too had once lived. And, perhaps, the darkness would finally make its peace with her.


Aya wanted to break with her usual way of creating a work, to take a risk. Though her canvases could be seen as only a part of her installations, they were their heart, from which the colors and shapes found their expression in various materials—scratch and debris, wood, steel and, the most beautiful and elusive of all, glass. The colors and shapes themselves chose the material that fitted their own nature, and purpose. And always, on the lower right side, the slanted, broken porcelain red flower.


These installations, that had attracted art critics and buyers alike for their wild use of color and texture, were all at once chaotic, bewilderingly foreign and poignantly intimate. They were, for those who thought they knew how to look, touch and feel, a window into Aya’s soul, otherwise guarded and occluded. Or so they said. In truth, they couldn’t see her soul, for if they did, they would look away in horror and cover her work in a shroud. For her soul would speak of shards of glass, of wars fought and lost, of children adrift at sea and silent homes, of howls that cut through the night. It would speak of dystopias and fires, of bloodied roses and twisted branches.


This time, she would do things differently. It would be just the canvas. She would paint the canvas and it would be the origin and the final form.


She loosened her fingers, raised them to the sunlight and let the golden warmth filter through. She mixed the browns and blacks, the purples and yellows, and let the brush stroke the crisp surface. She added in a splash of blue and a hint of yellow. She plunged in, feeling off balance as she always did when she first began, never knowing exactly what would become of it, how the thoughts, feelings, flashes of color that haunted her would translate into matter. At first resistant, the canvas began to submit to the brush strokes and open up to the colors transforming it.


She lowered her arm and curved her wrist. The acts became more intimate, softer and deeper. Her body was no longer her own. It was obeying its own impulses, responding to its own mechanisms. She worked late into the night, letting the brushes guide her, and the darkness fall over her.


Hours later, when even the owls and other late-night creatures grew silent, she thought she heard a click, a snap. The sound was immediately followed by an acute headache and a burning pain in her chest. She put down the brushes and held her head in her hands until the pain subsided. She had pushed her mind and body to the limit.




______


The next morning, she woke up to the sound of her cell phone ringing. It was a blocked ID. She put it on silent. There was something intrusive about a caller who didn’t want to reveal himself. Intrusive, willful, manipulative. Five minutes later, the phone rang again. And again, it was a blocked ID. Aya stared at the phone for a long time, then finally picked it up.


“Yes.”


“Aya?”


She froze at the cold, male voice she knew so well and had fought so hard to forget.


“Please. Don’t hang up.”


That voice, that voice. It came at her like a herd of wild horses, rushed at her like a mad warrior from the barren steppes. As it always had.


“What do you want?”


“It’s been fifteen years.”


Aya closed her eyes.


“I need to see you, Aya.”


“I thought you were dead. They all said you were dead...”


“They’re all liars. Don’t you see that yet? I’ll be in Boston next week. Please. I’ve changed. Things have changed.”


“I need time… Give me time.”


 

She could feel his anger through the electric distance. She knew him so well. She could sense his struggle as he tried to control his rage. It had always gotten the best of him, and she was certain he would lose control once again. But in an even quieter, deeper voice, he finally said, “Yes, Aya. Anything you want. I’ll call you in a week. Will see you in a week. I can’t stay long.”


And only then did he hang up, a little too fast, after a brief pause. Only someone who knew him as well as Aya did could sense the contained anger in the hurried gesture.


______


The bed sheets gathered her to them. The ceiling held her gaze. Aya tried to erase the sound of his voice in her head, of his memory and of the brutality behind it. But the same ache as earlier, albeit more intrusive, more vicious, tore through her, pinching her nerves and exploding through her eyes, down her head and neck. Memories rose from further back, beyond the violence at the surface, beyond the loneliness of exile, of when she was a little girl in her parents’ home in Tangiers.






 

six


When she was a child, Aya’s mother would wake her up with a kiss on the forehead and a soft “good morning” whispered in her ear. She would wake her up before the brother and the father, so Aya could help her set up the breakfast table, clean the kitchen, mop the floor. Aya enjoyed these moments she spent with her mother, in the quiet of early morning, with a popular Arab musician, a Sevillana or even Bach playing on the radio set to low. Her mother had been a music teacher in a private secondary school before having her two children, and playing different kinds of music in the morning was perhaps her way of remembering her life as it once was, or of telling herself that all wasn’t forgotten. After completing the morning chores, Aya would dress, wash her face and tie her hair in a ponytail. Only then did the mother wake the father and brother up.


The warm smell of bread and fried eggs rose from the kitchen. She spread cheese and strawberry jam on the toasted baguette and cut the fried egg in the middle, to see the yellow spill over the white. She drank the freshly squeezed orange juice her mother had placed in front of her and watched as her mother heated the water and made two cups of strong, black coffee. A man entered the kitchen. He was tall and broad-shouldered. His skin was a light golden brown. His hair was thick and turning white at the temples. He was kind. He ruffled Aya’s hair, winked at her and went to her mother. When he was younger, he looked like a movie star. No one would have guessed that he was an accountant in a dusty state-owned corporation with a circular future and little vanity. As the years passed, his singular charm faded, his eyes and his suit turned gray, and passersby stopped turning in their tracks to stare. But not for Aya. He was her father.


Her father held her mother in his arms and kissed her a long, deep kiss. “My love,” he said to her in Arabic, their language of sensuousness. He let go of her and turned to look at the breakfast table where Aya was sitting, quietly eating her butter and honey toast, embarrassed at their demonstrations of love. Money was tight in Aya’s household. The months when they had a little extra for outings or gifts were rare and few but the lack of money did not bear too harshly on them at first. Their apartment walls were covered in shelves of books. Aya’s parents believed in what books said to them and were soothed and nourished by the elevated ideas they contained. In the beginning. But passing time and empty pockets soon took their toll on them.


There was frustration in her father’s voice when he next spoke. Pointing at the chair next to Aya, he asked:


“Where is he?”


The mother crossed her arms over her chest and looked him straight in the eye.
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