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PROLOGUE


When I received an invitation to attend a conference in Morocco, I nearly soared with joy. It had been one of my dearest wishes to visit this country that was so rich in civilization and culture. And yet I didn’t know that this would set off an adventure that would change the course of my life, or that destiny would put in my hands these notes on the life of an unknown woman.


To begin at the beginning.


After a series of long and complicated travel preparations, I arrived in beautiful Marrakesh, and everything was going smoothly. The conference was interesting, and I had the opportunity to meet a number of specialists in the field of Islamic art, and to see its artisans’ creations. When I stepped down from the podium after my talk, one of the participants greeted me warmly. He was dark-skinned, with North African features, short and very thin, carrying an overstuffed leather briefcase that looked to be heavier than him. He told me his name was Professor Ahmadi, an emeritus of the University of Rabat, now living in Tangier and writing about Islamic art.


Following this introduction and exchange of pleasantries, Professor Ahmadi asked if he could invite me to have a cup of coffee with him in the lobby of the hotel where the conference was taking place, saying he had something he wished to share with me.


We drank our coffee and chatted for a while, and then he removed the coffee cups that sat in front of us, pushed away the ashtray, drank the rest of his water and placed the glass on a nearby table. He performed all of these actions extremely slowly, as though he were practicing a ritual or procrastinating to buy time before he began to speak. This increased my curiosity, and questions began to weigh heavily on my mind. The professor cleared his throat. Without introduction, he spoke in an academic manner.


“It was approximately six months ago when a man approached me, saying he had purchased a home by the sea, and, while making repairs, had discovered a jar buried in the sands beneath the house. He thought this was a treasure and opened it, but instead found a bundle of papers, carefully bound in silken thread. The man did not understand the contents of these papers, and thus brought them to me.”


The professor did not look up at my face to see the effect of his words, but rather bent down to pick up his leather briefcase, which he placed on his lap. Once he’d opened it with great deliberateness, he looked up to gauge my expression, which had shifted from curiosity to astonishment to intense excitement. He put his hand into the bag and took out a thick brown envelope that he set on the table before placing his bag back beside him on the floor. Then he reached into the envelope.


“I came to realize that the author of these papers came from Palestine, your homeland.”


Now I was very eager! The whole subject was thrilling, and I couldn’t stop my hands from inching across the table and stroking the back of the envelope. I asked myself: What’s in these papers? How did they reach Tangier, thousands of miles from Palestine? What secrets do they hide within them?


The professor pushed the envelope toward me, saying, “I hesitated a great deal before giving this to you, as it’s rare for researchers such as us to find an opportunity like this. I intended to work on this manuscript myself. But as you can see I’ve grown old, and I feared something might happen to me and the papers might be lost, or that they would perhaps not find someone to cherish them after I was gone.”


Having said that, he reached into his shirt pocket and took out a card, which he handed to me.


“Please write to me. I will be curious to know your opinion.”


He extended his hand once again, over the envelope, as though he wanted to bid it farewell. Then he looked at his watch and stood up.


“It’s nearly time for the session at which I will speak. Take good care of these papers, and I wish you success.”


He picked up his empty briefcase and walked quickly to the hall, as if he were afraid of turning back and seizing the papers. As for me, I remained where I was, stunned, staring at the envelope and holding it without finding the courage to look inside.


I ordered another cup of coffee and began to slowly open the envelope, as though I were afraid the contents might leap out of my hands. The papers inside were stacks of yellowed rectangles, each carefully arranged and wrapped in rolls, and each roll bound with a pink thread. I opened the first parcel and found it adorned with elegant penmanship in small letters, its characters beautiful and harmonious. At the bottom of the last page was a signature.


Ajeeba


I began to read, my heart racing as my eyes slid over the lines.
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THE CURSE


And so it was that my mother went into labor while sitting astride the donkey that was carrying her from the city to our village. My father had to halt the caravan and pitch a small tent at the foot of the mountain. In that long-ago tent, my mother bore twins: my sister Shams, or “Sun,” and me, Qamar, or “Moon.”


It was a difficult birth. If it weren’t for the quick-wittedness of our servant, Aisha, and the instructions my mother gave despite her condition, she would have died bringing my sister and me into the world. For seven days, she stayed in that tent at the foot of the mountain, before managing to continue on the hardest part of their journey: the climb up the mountain.


That summer was searing hot, and travel was almost suicide. But it was the only time of year when the wide valley surrounding the mountain could safely be crossed by those who wanted to reach our village. My father had left his nameless village in the north of Palestine nearly four years before, thinking he would never return. Yet fate had other plans.


My father’s village was a tiny, remote hamlet perched high on the mountain, and its people lived by farming and sheep herding. Once each year, the men of the village went down the mountain to the city, traveling on foot or by donkey for two days to reach it. There, they would sell their produce of cheese, fruit, and olives, and their leather hides, and they would buy what they needed of clothes, tools, and sometimes even books. In the city, the men would also learn news of the past year, like the name of their country’s latest ruler, and other talk. Since only the adult men from our village went down to the city, none of the women knew what this city looked like, or how to reach it.


“The Village,” as the people who lived there called it, was so isolated that no one knew of its existence, except for a few of the merchants who traded with the villagers. No one ever visited there. The men made their journey in the summer, when the wide valley surrounding the mountain dried out. For the rest of the year, the village was isolated by the waters that filled the valley below.


All the people in the village were relatives, born of one original family. The story went like this.


Sheikh Saad, the village’s first elder, had fled the south of Palestine hundreds of years ago. He had murdered a man, and he feared revenge from the man’s family. So, Sheikh Saad wandered with his family for a long time, until he had a dream. In it he saw an enormous tree with leaves that were always green, throwing their broad shade over a mountain. So, he traveled north, searching until he found that tree. There, on the mountain, he built his house—and the village.


Over the years, the village established its own laws and beliefs, created and enforced by the Council of Elders. The villagers believed that if anyone left there to live somewhere far away, it would bring a curse onto the village, dragging misfortune and ruin in its wake. They also believed that, if a stranger were to come into the village, they would bring catastrophe, perhaps leaving them cursed for all time. So, marriage to men outside the village was forbidden—although, since women weren’t allowed to leave, marriage to an outsider was impossible anyway!


In the village, only boys were allowed to learn to read. Girls were barred from education and denied books for fear that books would corrupt them.


Life in the village went on like this for many years. Laws took root and grew more and more complex, such that no one even dared to think of staying in the city for more than the two sanctioned weeks. Certainly, no one dared marry outside the village. Neither did the women think of learning, nor did the girls think of playing. And no one dared raise their eyes to meet the gazes of the village’s long-bearded elders, who were its absolute rulers. If one of the elders passed by on the road, the men would stop working. They would look down, staring at the ground until the elder had passed.


As for the women, whether they worked out in the fields or stayed at home, they were not allowed to take a single honest look at the elders, but instead had to be satisfied—or even happy—that the only reason they might be allowed in the elders’ presence was during an appearance before the court. That was where they would end up if their husband filed a complaint against them. In these cases, the elders’ rulings were harsh. Either they would order that the woman be beaten in the village square, or they’d order her to be locked up in a house with other guilty wives. The woman might stay there for several months, depending on the severity of the accusation.


The House of Shamed Wives was a small, one-room shack at the edge of the village, with neither windows nor light. There, a woman would live on dry bread and water until the end of her sentence. Then, she’d have to promise not to raise her head in front of her husband, nor speak to him, unless she had been spoken to first.


And yet, despite all the strict laws and extreme caution, a curse befell the village.


One day, a man named Suleiman fled the village and did not return. The men of the village said that Suleiman loved a girl from the city who, they claimed, was a jinn. It was she who had possessed his mind and made him commit this crime. The curse began with his departure, and the Village Elders could do nothing about it.


It was a great and disastrous curse. For fifty years, the village women gave birth only to male children. Even the sheep gave birth only to males. And, as the youngest woman in the village grew older and older, fear crept into the men’s hearts. The population of women dwindled, and men began to shake their heads when they learned that their wives had given birth to a boy. The elders forbade the traditional celebrations for a male birth. The women craved girls, and they had their boys wear girls’ clothes and grow out their hair.


Despite many attempts, the healers failed to discover a solution, and all the special prayers did not help. No, despite all the sacrifices of slaughtered calves, the curse still hung over the village. And yet, even with this disaster, the Council of Elders still forbade men from marrying outside the village, believing that if they could catch Suleiman the fugitive and offer him as a sacrifice, the curse would be lifted. His family continued to search for him. But what none of them knew was that, just a few months after he’d arrived in the city, Suleiman had died of a mysterious illness.


My father, Saeed, was the youngest boy in the village. When boys reached the age of thirteen, it was the men’s custom each year to take them to the city as an initiation into manhood. So, my father Saeed went with his father, his uncle, and the rest of the village men down the mountain. And from the moment my father saw the city, he couldn’t stop thinking about it!


The first thing that struck him was its size. Then he was dazzled by its colors, since the village was dominated by shades of brown and black in all their variations, if it was even possible to vary them. The elders had long forbidden the use of bright colors as too flashy and extravagant, and they had imposed brown and black as a sign of pious modesty. But in the city, colors danced before Saeed’s eyes in the shimmering sun: reds, greens, pinks, yellows, blues, and golds. And then there was the market! Never before in his life had he seen so many people and shops—for clothing and wares and scents and books! The men stayed in the khan. The khan was itself a wonder: a huge, two-floor rectangular building, with an enormous yard in the middle. Travelers would shelter their animals downstairs, and the khan’s attendants would take care of them, while the travelers lodged in the rooms upstairs. There were also many shops and craft corners in and around the yard. For Saeed, the khan contained a whole world within its walls.


In the city he saw shops that specialized in selling books, and he was amazed to see so many of them together in one place. Compared to this, even the village library looked like a single shelf. There were books on shelves, books on the floor, books in boxes stacked one on top of another—a mountain of books!


When they arrived at the market, Saeed asked his father for permission to buy books. His father explained that no one was allowed to buy books that hadn’t been selected by the Council of Elders. Anyone found with a book that wasn’t approved by the Council would face a heavy penalty. Saeed stood in front of the bookshops, in dazed surprise, wishing he could stay there for a hundred years so he could read all these masterpieces.


He snuck into one shop and glanced around. There, he found a book with a reddish cover, emblazoned with the image of a colorful bird. Written on the cover in beautiful calligraphy was the title: Wondrous Journeys in Strange Lands. He opened it and began to flip through the pages. On every page, he discovered colorful images, maps, and the names of cities and countries of which he had never heard. Pictures of birds and animals seared his imagination.


My father stood for a long time, contemplating the book’s pictures and its beautiful form, without noticing that the shop owner was watching him. Suddenly, he was startled by the man’s voice, asking if he’d like to buy this book. Saeed apologized and returned the book to its place without shifting his gaze. When the shopkeeper tried to tempt him to buy it, Saeed explained that he couldn’t bring it to his village. The shopkeeper realized that my father came from “that village” and invited him to visit every day during his stay, so he could read as many books as possible.


The next day, the village men dispersed. Some went to exchange goods, while others went to search for a doctor, a magician, or even a sorcerer to help lift the village curse. The rest split up to seek out news of Suleiman, meeting each evening at the khan


This gave Saeed a golden chance, and he hurried to the bookshop. It was open, but he stopped when he saw no sign of the shopkeeper. Then he heard a soft voice, asking if he was in search of a particular book. Saeed looked up. There was a girl his age, lovely and slender, as if she were from a dream. She said she was the daughter of the bookshop owner, who had gone to pray at the mosque, and she was watching the store until he returned.


Saeed stood in front of her without understanding a thing the girl said. He was stunned and sweaty. Never in his life had he seen a girl like her—well, no! Never in his life had he seen any girl at all. His mother was the youngest woman in the village. What’s more, the village’s women covered their whole bodies. Even their heads were swathed in black wraps, while this girl had a bare face and head. She said her name was Jawaher and that she loved books. Saeed was stunned by this wonder of wonders—women who were not forbidden to read!


He asked if she had read all the books in the shop, and she laughed and said she’d tried. She gestured to the book with the red cover, saying it was her favorite, and that she loved it because it transported her to distant lands and new cities, to people of different colors and shapes and customs.


Saeed sat on the floor and listened to Jawaher talk about the book and about her wish to travel someday to all these lands and places. Saeed’s nerves calmed a little, and he began to shower her with questions about the city, and the life there, and whether there were public places to bathe, and whether the ruling prince was really married to ten women—a thousand and one questions. Jawaher asked him about his village and its people, its customs and laws.


The two weeks passed in the blink of an eye, and Saeed came to say goodbye to the bookshop owner and his daughter. As he walked away from them, heartsick, Jawaher called out. She came to him and handed him the book Wondrous Journeys, saying it was a gift. He couldn’t refuse, so he hid the book in the folds of his clothes. He knew he would never forget this visit, and it would remain forever printed on his mind and heart. As he hurried away, he touched the book—the book that would bring him and my mother together once more, and the only book I would carry with me when I left his village forever.


The men returned from the city laden with goods, tools, and clothes. They were also laden with disappointment, as they’d failed to discover anything about Suleiman, or to find a way to lift the village curse.


But as for Saeed, he had left his heart and mind in the city, and he returned with a magical book in the folds of his clothes. From that moment, he was seized with an obsessive desire to return both to the city and to Jawaher, who had captured his imagination and filled the whole of his being with love.


And so, my father decided to leave the village for the city. What he didn’t know was that his departure would be the cause of a journey full of obstacles and misery. Nor did he know that his journey would end in the very village he’d left.


Seven years passed, and he turned twenty. At last, he was old enough to return to the city alongside the men, with the red book back in the folds of his clothes and a plan lodged in his mind. His heart raced ahead of him to the city, while his feet stopped when he reached the front of the bookshop.


Jawaher greeted him, and his heart froze. She had grown into a beautiful woman! He stood in front of her, as beaded with sweat as he had been at their first meeting. Then he sat down to resume their conversation, as though it had not been years since he was last here. He took the book out from his clothes to return it, but she refused—it was a gift.


Saeed told the bookshop owner about his plan to stay in the city, and the man welcomed it, offering Saeed a job working alongside him, selling books. And with that, Saeed disappeared.


When Saeed didn’t return, the men of the village searched for him. They even delayed their return by two days, but without success. Some thought there might have been an accident, but others believed he had fled, like Suleiman. They didn’t dare speak these thoughts aloud. After all, Saeed was the grandson of the head of the Elders’ Council, and he couldn’t possibly have dreamt of running away!


While the men, filled with disappointment and fear of the Elders’ anger, returned to the village without Saeed, Saeed himself began work in the bookshop. It was a job he enjoyed very much. At times, when the bustle of the market subsided and there were only a few customers in the shop, he would sit reading in a corner or discussing events or a book with Jawaher and her father. Their words were a marvel to him: their knowledge, their broad horizons, and their wisdom.


It wasn’t long before Saeed married Jawaher. For a time, the two of them lived in happiness and comfort. When Jawaher’s father died, she and Saeed continued to run the bookshop together. Meanwhile, the people of the village lived in terror those three years. Because of Saeed’s disappearance, they were afraid of some new disaster or greater curse, and they searched for him every time they went down to the city.


My mother was in the final months of pregnancy when it happened. By chance, my father ran into Omar, his childhood friend and companion. For most of the two weeks that the villagers were in the city, my father stayed out of sight. But then my mother was struck by severe stomach pains, such that my father had to go to the apothecary to bring her herbal remedies. And there was Omar, buying medicines. Saeed took him by the hand and led him to the bookshop, where he pulled Omar behind a curtain. Saeed wouldn’t let Omar leave until he’d promised not to breathe one word to the people of the village.


My father learned from Omar that his father, my grandfather, had died the year before, and that the curse was still in force. He learned that the people still blamed Suleiman until that very hour, while Saeed’s name had fallen into total silence. People were banned from speaking his name or relating his story. It was as though he’d never been.


My father was deeply hurt by this, but he forgave the people of the village. Then he learned that his mother was very sick. Despite the ban, she repeated his name, day and night. He wished that he could see her, if for only a moment, before she died.


So, he decided to return to the village. My father sold what could be sold and carried the rest, loading their furniture and most of the books from the shop onto a caravan of donkeys. And together my father and mother left for the village.
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THE STRANGER


The news that my father was headed back to the village arrived even before he’d reached the foot of the mountain. When he arrived with my exhausted mother and the caravan of donkeys carrying the books and furniture, the village was completely empty, as if its people had suddenly disappeared. In the narrow, dusty streets, there was not even a chicken or a stray dog. He arrived at my grandfather’s house and knocked on the door, calling out, “It’s me, Mama, it’s Saeed. I’ve come back!”


But my grandmother, who wept behind the door when she heard my father’s voice, didn’t open it for him. He knocked a second time, and a third, calling out to her. But the door didn’t open, and her sobs behind it grew louder.


My father went back down the streets of the silent village, as the hot wind blew dust and dirt into his eyes. He stood in the village square and shouted, “Is anyone here?” The only answer was silence and dust.


That’s when my father understood that the villagers considered him dead. No one would speak to him, or open a door to let him in.


He took his sad caravan to the far edge of the village, where the olive trees stood. There, he set up camp. So, it was decided that we would live in a tent beside this village where silence and isolation were the rule. And after several months of continuous labor, my father finished building a small wooden house where our family could live.


For the whole of this time, no one spoke to either my mother or my father. The villagers became like ghosts, disappearing the moment either of them were spotted. Brown-skinned Aisha, my mother’s trustworthy maid, was the only one who could break this blockade. One moonless night, she went to my grandmother’s house. My grandmother trembled in fear as she opened the door. She turned off the lamp and closed the curtains, then lit a candle that she sheltered in her shaking hands.


If the people of the village were to learn of this visit, my grandmother would die alone, with no one to attend her funeral or to pray for her in the mosque. My grandmother was afraid to die alone. This fear was as great as her love for my father, as great as her desire to hear his news.


Brave Aisha told her news of my father, and of his twin children. She described our beauty for my grandmother: “One is blonde and pale as snow, just like her grandmother.” When she heard this, my grandmother smiled for the first time. “We call her Shams, after the Sun,” Aisha said. “And the second is brown-skinned, with hair like the night, after her mother. She has a lock of white hair above her forehead, like a full moon in the deepest of darkness. We call her Qamar, after the Moon.”


My grandmother longed to see her granddaughters, to hold us, play with us, and sing songs to us. But all she got was Aisha’s description. And while she wanted to hear more, she told Aisha, “Go now, before the dawn comes and someone sees you. Tell my son I forgive him in this world and the next. Tell him I’ll die, but that I’m happy for him, and my heart calls out to him day and night. And tell his wife, the stranger, to be patient.”


The next morning, the villagers found my grandmother dead in her bed, with a radiant smile on her face. It was as though God had stretched out her life just long enough to hear news of her son, and now there was no longer a reason to prolong her sufferings.


My father walked far behind the funeral. He was present and absent, there and not there, as he followed my grandmother’s journey to her final resting place. The people of the village saw him with tears streaming down his face, but they paid him no attention and didn’t approach him to offer their condolences. After they’d thrown dirt over my grandmother and read verses from the Quran, they returned to the village in silence.


When my father was sure these ghosts had left the cemetery, and the last of them had disappeared behind the trees, he threw himself on Grandmother’s grave, weeping and throwing dirt on himself. He stayed like that until my mother came and pulled him away with gentle hands.


During the olive season, when my sister Shams and I were five years old, we stood watching the faraway workers from in front of our house. The men and women did their olive picking in silence. In the evenings they left, their bags of olives borne by donkeys. Not one of them spoke to us or even looked at us, even though Shams and I called out and waved to them. And when the villagers had finished picking the olives, a circle of trees around our house remained untouched. Those trees, we tended.


After we had finished picking our olives, I asked my father, “Baba, aren’t there any children in the village?”


My father gave a sad smile and gently placed me on his knee.


“There were children in the village. But they turned into angels and went back to heaven.”


“Did they go back to heaven because no one talked to them?”


I could see tears on my father’s cheeks, and he looked at my mother as though pleading with her. My mother stopped pounding the olives with her round stone and sighed loudly, and I heard Aisha say, “There is no power and strength except in God.” My mother’s tone was tough but affectionate.


“Aren’t you going to help your sister and I pound these olives?”


But again, I asked my father, “Are Shams and I going to turn into angels and go to heaven like the kids from the village?”


“No, sweetheart,” he said, lifting Shams onto his other knee and pulling us against his chest. “You’re the ones who’ll bring the children back to the village someday.”


Then he lifted us off his knees and stood up.


“But now I must bring the firewood, or we won’t eat tonight.”


“But how can we bring children back to the village?”I insisted.


He smiled softly. “One day, you’ll find a way. For now, help your mother.”


We were eating dinner when we heard a light knock at the door. We stopped eating. None of us dared to move.


“Who would come when we haven’t had a visit in all these years?” Aisha asked, moving her massive body toward the door. We turned our gazes toward the door, the question twitching on all our lips.


Aisha returned, followed by a woman wearing a black robe that covered her body from head to toe. She held part of the robe in her hand, lifting it up to cover her face. She spoke suddenly, in an emotional voice.


“If the villagers knew I came here, they’d kill me. But I couldn’t find another way, I just couldn’t find any other way…”


And she began, faintly, to cry.


My mother stood and put her hand on the woman’s shoulder, which shuddered at her touch. My mother asked her to sit, but the woman refused, speaking between sobs.


“My son—my son, he’s sick, please! My only son… Everyone says you’re a witch, and whoever comes near you will die. But I don’t care about death, I don’t care if I die. I just want to save my son. Please, use your magic to save him!”


As the woman spoke, she sank to the ground, trying to kiss my mother’s feet. My mother lifted her up and asked her, calmly, “What’s the matter with your son?”


“It’s the fever.”


The woman wiped her tears with the edge of her black cloak, and we saw her exhausted eyes.


“He has the shakes and the sweats. Sometimes he mutters things I can’t understand, and then he passes out. He’s going to die. Please…save him!”


The woman tried again to kiss my mother’s feet. My mother asked Aisha to bring some water and then said to the woman, “Wait here.” She left the room briefly and returned with a book, flipping through its pages.


“Is he vomiting?”


“Yes, but he hasn’t eaten anything in days. He’s going to die…” And the woman went on wailing.


My mother left the room again, and Aisha embraced the woman, pulling her to her chest.


“Don’t be afraid. She will find a solution. Don’t be afraid.”


“But if they knew I came, they’d kill me!” the woman said in a trembling voice.


“No one’s going to die,” Aisha said. “Calm down and trust God.”


My mother returned with a bunch of herbs and offered them to the woman, telling her to boil them and give the liquid to her sick son three times a day. The woman took the herbs and stood, hesitating. My mother gave her a questioning smile.


“But aren’t you going to kill me?” the woman asked. “I mean, well…”


“Not today. I am refraining from killing for two months,” my mother reassured her gently.


“Thank you, you’re a good witch!” the woman said, and she ran out.


In our house, the book room was my favorite place, and the favorite place of my sister Shams, too. Our father built shelves into the walls, and he and my mother carefully arranged the books. It was the quietest room in the house, and I loved to sit in there, breathing in the scent of paper that hung in the room. It was a smell I never found anywhere else. I’ve held it in my memory and searched for it the rest of my life: a smell like musk mixed with scented herbs, infused with a smell of something old I could neither name nor describe. The smells are still here, in my memory, and yet I can never quite conjure them up.


Shams and I would flip through the books and look at the pictures, imagining ourselves as colorful birds of paradise, or on Noah’s Ark, as wild mares. The pictures gave us endless fodder for our imaginations, and ideas for inventing lots of games.


My mother never asked us to leave the book room, despite how much she cared for it. She encouraged us to browse the books, and she would read to us for almost an hour every day. She took charge of our education, and her lessons were strict. She taught us our alphabet and numbers, and how to hold a quill and form our first letters. She didn’t get angry when our fingers were stained with black ink. She would sit on a chair in the book room, reading her books, as we wrote the words dozens of times, trying to achieve the penmanship my mother wanted, which was no easy task.


“This letter is tilting to the right, and this one to the left. The letters must all be moving in the same direction, and they must be beautiful and consistent. Repeat these three more times.”


She said it in such a firm way that it was no use telling her that we were hungry or tired. In quiet moments, she would tell us about the city and about her father, our grandfather, who copied out books, and also sold them. She told us how his fame as an excellent scribe reached far and wide, and that people came from great distances to get him to copy their books and write their messages in his beautiful script.


Twice a week, she would give us lessons in the herbal arts. She told us about different kinds of herbs, where each was found, and what they were used for. We spent hours in the kitchen, learning to tell herbs apart by their shapes and smells, learning to mix them, and trying to pronounce their difficult names.


My father had the task of teaching us about the rest of the plants—their names, shapes, and growing seasons. He taught us the right time to prune a tree, the names of flowers, the way to distinguish different species of birds, and how to make traps for the birds—which, in spite of our protests, he would release soon after they were caught. We learned how to milk the sheep, and, on our sixth birthday, he gave us each a bow and a quiver of arrows he’d made by hand. He spent hours with us, teaching us how to pull back the string and fire our arrows.


We went with him on hunting trips up the mountain, and he would often lead us to a favorite place, a rock where you could stand and look out at the valley. He said he used to play with his friends there, and that was where they’d set traps for rabbits. We wanted him to tell us about this mysterious village, the place we lived alongside but didn’t know. He told us stories from his childhood, and about the first time he visited the city, and about the story of the curse.


Once, after my father returned from a trip to the city, where he’d been for several days, he disappeared for a full day. He returned to us at night, tousle-headed and exhausted. He started to leave again the next morning, and we tried to catch up with him to find out where he was going. When he ordered us to go home, we were very upset. My mother was the only one who knew where he was off to, and every morning he’d take along a basket of food, which she’d hand him with a smile. In the evening, we could hear them whisper.


After two months of these frequent disappearances, my father came back one evening and told my mother, “I finished!”


My mother smiled. “Your dream’s come true! Tonight, we’ll celebrate with a fancy supper.”


I asked him, “What’s your dream that came true? Is it the reason you’ve been disappearing?”


He picked me up and spun me around the room.


“I built a bridge over the valley, and now people from the village can go to the city whenever they want! Isn’t that wonderful? Maybe I’ll take you there this spring.”


“I’ve missed the city so much,” Mama said to me and Shams. “I’ll show you our house there, and I’ll take you to all the places I used to go when I was small. You’ll meet my relatives, and I’ll buy you beautiful dresses and shoes embroidered with gold!”


My mother was so filled with emotion that she started to cry.


“Don’t worry,” my father told us. “Those are tears of joy.”


That night, when I went to sleep, I dreamt of the city, with its buildings, markets, streets, and people.


We woke the next morning to the sound of Aisha screaming and wailing. We all ran outside, where Aisha was slapping a hand against her head.


“Look! Look!”


Gray smoke rose up out of the valley and into the mountain, forming a black cloud over the trees.


“Wait here,” my father said.


Then he disappeared from view behind the mountain. It wasn’t long before he returned, shaking his head.


“They burned the bridge,” he said, his voice cracking.


He didn’t say anything else, but went and closed himself up in the book room.


My father stayed locked up in the book room for a full week, and no one was allowed in except for my mother, who brought in plates of food. She usually brought them back full, without a single bite missing. Mama would be in there only a few minutes, whispering with my father. Then she’d come out with an anxious expression. To our eager looks, she would reply, “He’ll come out soon.”
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