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To Mohamed Al Harthi

in his absence, he is always here






Concert





The green jeep was approaching the village of Sharaat Bat, when a swirling cloud of dust ahead of it announced a cluster of women in mourning hurrying toward the vehicle. The jeep came to a sudden stop and the women encircled it. Pushing back the long tarhas draping their heads, they began to wail. “Woe, aah Fathiya, the blackness of your night! Aah, poor dear—for what you have lost.”

As Fathiya scrambled out of the jeep, the nursing infant’s mouth slipped off her nipple. “Who?!” she screamed. The women responded in unison. “Your father, orphan girl! We mourn for you, poor sad Fathiya!” The young woman’s arms jerked upward and pitched into the air the cloth bundle she had been clasping. She pressed her open palms to her head and gave a loud wail. The baby girl flew out of the swaddling clothes and landed in the arms of one of the mourners. A thin stream of milk welled from Fathiya’s uncovered breast and muddied the dirt at her feet.

Days later, Fathiya began to come out of the haze of bewildered grief that had knocked her comatose. She had no idea how much time had passed—day had blended into night. Emerging into consciousness, she remembered the little bundle and the milk that had hardened into lumps before her breasts had gone dry. The women who were gathered around her mat to console her heard her whisper, “The girl. Where’s the girl?” These neighbors reassured her. Saada had taken the newborn into her care. Fathiya asked for her, and the baby was returned to its mother.

Saada had snatched the baby as it bobbed momentarily in midair, seemingly caught on a branch—but this must have been a branch on a tree that the wind itself had created. She hung there in the air, her wrappings half undone and falling off, an infant deprived of her milk and cast out of the circle of mourning. And then Saada opened her arms and reached high and picked the baby off her perch. Mouth wide open, the baby was screaming, though her screams were submerged in the women’s loudly repeated proclamations that her mother was now fatherless. Saada gave the baby her breast and so the newborn became a milk-sister to ten-month-old Asiya.

Ghazaala. Gazelle. That was the name Saada gave her as she took the baby into her embrace and commenced nursing her. When her own mother returned to her senses and had the baby brought to her, Fathiya named her Layla. On the birth certificate she was recorded as Layla, and that was how her name would appear on her school reports and diplomas over the years. Apart from the birth certificate and her school documents, though, as a child practically no one but her mother called her Layla.

She always believed that her own mother must really be named Saada. And the woman whom everyone called Saada must actually be Fathiya. She did not know how to explain any of this mix-up, but she did believe that a serious mistake had been made that had caused all of the names to end up with the wrong people. And then these names had stuck, never to disappear or change. They stuck as firmly as the deep-black sweep of hair on Fathiya’s head, as unchangingly as the certainty that Saada’s curls would always fly wildly in whatever direction the wind was blowing.

It had been expected that the newborn would be celebrated in the usual festive manner as she completed her first week of life. Her sparse hair would be shaved off and weighed carefully and precisely, and that weight in silver would be gifted to the poor. Sweets would be handed out to the village children. The family would slaughter a goat or some other animal according to ritual and would parcel out the flesh among the folk of Sharaat Bat, this minute hamlet as invisible as its name suggested: tucked away just like an armpit, its squat little houses and slender irrigation canals like stray underarm hairs.

A festive occasion—had the village not been mourning her grandfather. The happy event could not take place now. The joy that normally greeted a birth did not find its way, not even partway, into the grieving heart of the baby’s mother.

And so no one in Sharaat Bat was celebrating when Layla, or Ghazaala, reached the end of her first week. But on that very day in the capital city of Muscat, a festive occasion of a different sort occurred: the inaugural concert of the Royal Oman Symphony Orchestra. A boy of ten—a few years later he would be a violinist in that very orchestra—was following every moment of the concert on the television screen, dazzled by what he saw. He was in his family’s run-down home in the old Muscat neighborhood of al-Hamriya. Never in his life had the boy so much as touched a musical instrument. But with his eyes fixed on the televised concert, the boy had no trouble imagining himself into the picture, up there among the musicians. He nourished himself on this dream and it seemed to fill his whole life.

By the time he earned his diploma from the Associated Board of the Schools of Music in London and officially joined the chamber orchestra of the Royal Oman Symphony, the Violin Player had left behind the family home in al-Hamriya for a modern high-rise in the newer district of al-Khuwair. Ghazaala’s family had moved to that very building when she was fifteen. They had left their home in Sharaat Bat to be inhabited by their uncle, who was half insane by now.

There are people in this world who can live without love. But Ghazaala was certainly not one of them. Aged sixteen, she fell in love with her neighbor, the chamber orchestra violin player. For him she detached herself from the very core of her being. Body and soul, she stripped herself of everything she was. As she saw it, she was leaving her earthly self behind to sail off to the place where his spirit hovered. The silken wrap around her soul burned away like a mere length of fabric, and whatever smoke arose from the flames of it spelled out nothing other than the letters of his name. If he so much as gave her a real look, she thought, surely that would leave her full with child. If all she had in life was one final wish that might be granted, it would be to have his love.

Ghazaala ran away from home and married him.

With his slender fingers and his dreamy personality, the Violin Player led her through the treacherous thickets of love. He taught her how to make herself near-transparent, like a gauzy fabric; to be as soft and clear as a song in the ecstatic music-making of love. He taught her how to vibrate with desire as if she were one of the strings on his violin. He led her there with insistent speed and yet with the most deliberate slowness, too. She found in herself a wild spark of fever that she had never known before. Now, she fancied, she had reached the furthest edges of desire. Only much, much later did Ghazaala come to understand that desire is nothing more or less than a bottomless well.

Within five years Ghazaala had given birth to twins, finished her secondary education, and entered the university. In her final year of study in the College of Economics, the Violin Player ran away from the house of marriage.






Zahwa Blossom of Life






After Wad Maayuf extracted his sister Sarira from the house of her husband Sallum and killed Sallum’s cow, Mahbuba—“the Beloved”—was the only cow left in the village who could give the folk of Sharaat Bat the butter and fermented milk that they needed.

Ghazaala and Asiya toddled and played between Mahbuba’s legs even before Ghazaala could walk. As Ghazaala crawled, Asiya would tug Ghazaala’s hands in an attempt to hasten the moment when she would be able to stand up on her own. They were only a little older when they learned how to feed grass to the cow, slowly and patiently. They also tried to get Mahbuba to lick a strawberry lollipop and to munch on potato chips. One time they tried to pierce one of her ears with a metal poker because they had a silver earring that they wanted her to wear. If they could make that happen, then Mahbuba would look just like the cow with the earring they saw pictured on cheese packets. But Saada got to her cow just in time, sparing Mahbuba this catastrophe and sparing the little girls the cow’s inevitable rage.

As they played around and beneath her, Mahbuba seemed to the two little girls to be an enormous and splendid creature. They never really caught on (or at least, not until long after their early girlhood) that she was actually a skinny, sallow heifer who looked nothing like the laughing cows in the cheese packets’ colorful ads—nor did she resemble, in any way, the plump white cows that always followed Heidi so obligingly in the cartoon. But Mahbuba’s emaciated figure in no way prevented her from producing the bounty that was hers to give. It was a familiar sight: the little girls of the village coming with their pails, gathering at Saada’s in the high morning to fill up those pails with the buttermilk that would become the liquid in which bubbled the rice that was their main meal of the day. One might also see a peasant or a laborer of some sort stopping by very early in the morning to fill his metal cup with Mahbuba’s milk. On some days the women of the neighborhood would send Saada their small, shallow bowls to fill with clarified butter made from Mahbuba’s frothy cream.

Saada always woke up as the milking-star was appearing in the sky. That cows’ star was her sign; it was time to get up. She would milk Mahbuba and prepare the animal’s maghbara. To make it, she shredded clover into a large tin container, mixed in some sardines, and poured enough water over the mixture to make it slightly soupy. She lit a fire, and as the mixture heated she stirred and pounded it with her ladle, carved from the trunk of a date palm. Now it was ready, Mahbuba’s feed. But after Wad Maayuf killed Sallum’s cow (who had never had a name), Mahbuba refused to eat anything. She would not touch the maghbara. The situation got so desperate that Saada began asking herself seriously whether Mahbuba really did understand that her only companion in Sharaat Bat had been slain. Ghazaala and Asiya were too small to comprehend what had happened—although the news had reached them with the dawn, along with everyone else in every home in the village.

Sarira had burned Sallum’s loaf of bread. His response was to fix the burned bread prominently to the front door of their home with a nail he pounded into the wood. He wanted everyone to see what a disgrace this woman was. His act made Sarira angry and she picked a quarrel with her husband. She knew how to give the disagreement a sharp edge by raising, at just the right moment, the shame-causing subject of his unknown origins. Sallum stalked out of the house. By the time he came back it was far into the night and Sarira had gone to sleep. He undid the end of the rope tied to the stake, leaving the other end laced as it was through his cow’s mouth and around her head. As quickly as he could, he carried the free rope end inside and bound up his slumbering wife’s hands with it and he gave the cow a light slap. This was the cow’s usual signal: it was time to trot to Sallum’s field on the other side of the village. But this time she was dragging Sarira behind her. The woman was barefoot and bareheaded. Struck dumb by the terror of this sudden shock coming in the midst of her deep sleep, she was completely incapable of stopping the cow from making its eager way toward the field.

By the time Saada was treating Sarira’s wounds with red gum sap drawn from a dragon’s-blood tree and lathering Sarira’s blistered hands with a preparation made from pounded milk thistle, Sarira’s brother Wad Maayuf had killed the cow. When morning came, the children gathered to stare at the carcass. Flies circled overhead. In a piercingly high voice Asiya asked, “Why doesn’t this cow have a name?” No one answered her question. She took Ghazaala, who was crying, by the hand and they walked to the falaj. There at the edge of the irrigation channel, Asiya took off her gown, keeping on the slip she wore underneath. She helped Ghazaala take off her gown. She rinsed the younger girl’s face, trying to remove the traces of tears and snot that had been triggered at the sight of blood pooled beneath the cow. They jumped into the flowing water and raced each other against the current, chasing after the little black fish and the treacherous water snakes. Cautiously they entered the narrower covered shafts branching off the falaj’s main canal, navigating them expertly until they came out once again into the wider uncovered channel. So absorbed were they in their play that they momentarily forgot that some of the smaller underground shafts of the falaj system opened straight into village households. Suddenly, at Fadiya’s house two little heads appeared. Fadiya was older than Asiya and Ghazaala. She had already started school and sometimes, these days, she wouldn’t even play with them. She always said that she had something called “homework” to do. But at the sight of them popping up in the falaj opening, Fadiya collapsed into laughter. She immediately stripped off her outer chemise, keeping on her undershirt and sirwal, and jumped into the water alongside them. She led the two smaller girls, swimming across the covered canals that led away from the houses and into the main waterway where they’d started. Then the girls lay in the sunshine, their bodies turned toward the heights nearby, to dry themselves off. They got dressed. Holding her head very high Fadiya said, “I have some math homework to do.” She scurried home.

Asiya and Ghazaala returned to the house. They gulped down the soft, spongy coconut sweet that Saada’s hands had shaped and sat in front of the television to watch Heidi. When Fathiya appeared as the sun was about to go down, the littler girl started crying as she always did. Ghazaala didn’t want to go home. She clutched at Asiya’s clothing. She wouldn’t let go until Saada promised she would come and get her early in the morning so that she could help Saada milk Mahbuba.

But the next morning was the first Friday of the month—and as always, this meant there would be some little family festivities at Saada’s. Her husband would be coming home. He worked for the Emirates military in Abu Dhabi City. Whenever he came home to Sharaat Bat he was always carrying cartons of oranges, apples, and bananas, bags of sweets, balloons, and dolls for his only daughter. The house filled with the scent of frankincense and the sounds of joy. Mother and daughter hovered around their husband and father as he spun stories of the latest month he had spent working for the army and away from his family.

When morning came and there was no sign of Saada, Ghazaala slipped out of the house on her own. Her mother was still asleep. Her uncle was bent over bits of electric wire and electronic components that he was untangling and taking apart. Her aunt Maliha’s attention was focused on her coffee and her plate of dates. Panting hard, Ghazaala reached Asiya’s house. She stopped and stood in front of the open gate into the courtyard. She could see Saada sitting on an empty overturned Nido dried-milk can, undoing her wet hair and at the same time baking thin loaves of bread on the hot tin surface in the courtyard. She was singing.


Her graceful walk, her henna tracings

How lovely her ring the day it sparkles on her finger

I swore I would craft her an earring and two dinar drops

One of them mushammas and the other, Bahraini

One is worth four thousand and one, two thousand!



Ghazaala forgot how annoyed she had been feeling. She walked in and crouched next to Saada. “Mama Saada,” she said, “give me some hot bread, but please will you sprinkle it with samna and sugar first.” Ghazaala’s own father came home once a month, or sometimes twice. He worked in the Ministry of Housing in Muscat. But their house never smelled of incense and it was never full of dolls and sweets for her and the other children. Her mother never sang beautiful songs the way Saada did.

It would have seemed so ordinary, so natural, for Saada to live to be a hundred years old. For Saada to always be there, preparing maghbara for the cow and coconut sweets for the children, drawing milk and cream, feeding Ghazaala and Asiya and Mahbuba and the goats, undoing her hair and baking as she sang, exuding a fragrance of incense and fresh dough, laughing her ringing laugh, and forever gathering the plants that could treat poisons and fevers from the high slopes surrounding Sharaat Bat. So natural for Saada to continue nursing babies who had been flung into the air and away from their own mothers’ milk, even as an old woman with a face full of wrinkles. But Saada never made it, not even to thirty. She died one year after the death of her second daughter, Zahwa, the Blossom of Life.





The sign at the entrance to the narrow dirt lane leading into Sharaat Bat, the armpit village tucked away inside the hills—the sign saying SHARAAT BAT in white letters on a blue background—was taken down the year Asiya and Ghazaala started school. Work began on an asphalt road that was to replace the village’s packed-dirt street, and soon a new sign was there, its blue deeper and the white thicker and brighter than the old. But what was written on it was something entirely new. AL-WAHA. The Oasis.

It was the calamitous event of going to school that occupied the girls rather than the new presence of construction workers or the new sign. Now, instead of scampering behind Saada on the elevations near the village to gather plants, or rolling down the shorter slopes, or forcing the cat, Shaybub, to take a bath with them in the falaj, or teasing the donkey, Naazi’, “Mr. Troublesome,” and pelting him with pebbles, or racing the boys, or hunting sparrows with bows and arrows, or stealing ripe mangoes from the fields, or looking for the chocolate that Aunt Maliha had hidden somewhere in her room, suddenly here they were. Here, sitting in a crowded little room in a pale yellowish building at the village limits. They could hear the bulldozers’ roar—paving the new road—all the while that Abla Iffat (who was terribly tall and big and carried a whip and had a strange way of speaking because she was not from around here) made them sit still and stay quiet.

Almost instantaneously Miss Iffat got very cross with the two of them. Asiya should have started school the year before, but she had waited for Ghazaala so that they could start together. Then, this teacher from Egypt—this woman they had to call Abla Iffat—lost her self-control altogether and began screaming at them. “Ya ghagar! You gypsy children, you are mad!” That was because the teacher had been caught unawares as she found herself under attack from sharp fingernails and teeth. Asiya’s assault was accompanied by a loud and steady screech issuing from Ghazaala. Abla Iffat had tried to separate them. Her intention was to put Ghazaala in the first row because she was so small and Asiya in the back row since she was tall for her age. Her action led instead to a pitched battle, as most of the other pupils jumped in. The authorities were summoned—the mothers, since the fathers were always at a distant workplace. The two little girls were made to apologize to Abla Iffat. And then they were seated together in the middle row.

What made school even more terrifying was the trip home in the afternoon, when one of the Indian road-construction workers was lying in wait for the girls. He appeared suddenly in a deserted spot and made strange movements that they didn’t understand. Then he peed in front of them and vanished. They fled, Ghazaala squeezing Asiya’s hand in fright as she asked, over and over, “Why does his pee look different? Why does he make us watch him? Is he going to hit us next time?” Asiya didn’t have any answers to give. The mystifying performance occurred several times and then Asiya filled her pinafore pockets with sharp stones, reluctant to leave the school building until she felt confident that she had a heavy enough load of them. But she had to wait a week before the man appeared again. She shivered at the sight of his red-squared kerchief. But calmly she shoved Ghazaala behind her and began pitching stones at him. Then she ran off, towing Ghazaala behind her, the two of them moving as fast as they could. After that day the construction worker with the odd-looking pee did not appear again.

Asiya and Ghazaala headed straight to Suhayb’s shop, making a great deal of racket as they did so. They had in mind a bag of Chips Oman. Once they were at home, they would dip the potato chips into buttermilk and wolf them down. As they burst in noisily, Suhayb bolted up from his seat. He had popped a tape into the player. As he listened, he was completely riveted by the image on the cassette box—Nagat al-Saghira, the Egyptian singer and film star, indeed the Egyptian heartthrob. Aunt Maliha was close behind the two girls. She glanced narrowly at Nagat’s image with obvious disdain.

“My uncle and his friends always sat together for this kind of thing—and it wasn’t just to listen to Samira Tawfiq. What they really wanted was to stare at the famous black mole on her face. Looks like the new generation of boys are still having their little fantasies about singers.”

Clearly Suhayb was flustered. His face went bright red at Maliha’s insinuation. Maliha was no older than he was but she always acted as though she were his senior. Maliha might be hanging up posters of Mustafa Qamar and Raghib Allama inside her wardrobe, but she could ridicule those celebrity ad spots from the nineties that told people what they ought to eat and what they should be drinking and how to dress. For Suhayb she had one remark: “Dancing to real music is one thing—it’s an art. But dancing to a tune advertising a bottle of cooking oil is a completely different matter.”

Suhayb had been meaning to broadcast one of the music ads for Super Jameel nappies in his shop. Surely, their lively song and dance would be a draw. But now he was embarrassed. He could see already that this woman wouldn’t take kindly to such a move. Anyway, at least Aunt Maliha bought a whole carton of Chips Oman before she turned to leave Suhayb’s shop.

As Ghazaala was trotting out of the shop, though, she called loudly after her aunt. “We aren’t going to buy anything from your little shop! We’ll buy at Suhayb’s.” Her aunt gave her a piece of her mind and turned back to Suhayb. “I don’t have a shop, you know,” she said. “It’s just that sometimes, when the little ones are all running around out there just in front of the house, I sell them a few bags of Chips Oman and some candy. By the way, Suhayb—those spots for Chips Oman, I don’t like them at all. This girl with bright yellow hair holding on tight to her bag of potato chips and singing ‘chips from Oman.’ ‘From Ooamaaan,’ she wails—just listen to her go on and on! It’s written right there on the packet, where they’re from, where else would they be from?”

Suhayb laughed and Maliha’s face softened. She knew very well that when evening came Suhayb would shut off the power to the fridge in the shop because he dreaded a spike in his next electricity bill. But then the village mothers would come to him clutching cartons of milk and angrily waving them at him, because they had gone sour long before the use-by date. Suhayb always denied vehemently that he shut off the electricity at night. He didn’t consider the milk spoilage—or the ice cream that was only frozen hard at the sides of the container and not at the center because it didn’t refreeze properly—as sufficient proof to justify their accusation. Maliha never shut off the little fridge in her room. But she didn’t load it up, either—not with anything more than a few cartons of juice and some ice cream cones. She never sold milk. She really had no intention of competing with Suhayb.

Maliha stowed the carton of Chips Oman away under her bed and sat down to riffle through a magazine. She had learned how to read and write, and do some basic arithmetic, from Salima, the Qur’an-school teacher. She avidly followed two magazines from the Gulf, Sayyidati and Zahrat al-Khalij, which reached the village because Asiya’s father brought them from town for his wife, Saada. At some point Maliha wrote her first letter to Sayyidati. She wanted to comment on a particular regular column.


Dear Editor of “Your Problem Has a Solution”:

Well, my problem is that our house is ancient and has no modern furnishings at all. All we have are cushions and mats. We don’t have any of your striped sofas, none of those elegant yellow easy chairs that you see in the TV serial Kharag wa lam ya’ud.

Best wishes,

Your devoted sister Maliha,

from al-Waha



Absorbed in her magazine on this particular day, Maliha remembered suddenly that Saada was in the hospital. She hardly had time to ask herself what the two girls might be doing right now, when she heard Ghazaala shouting.

“I’m going to the hospital with Asiya, Aunt! Tell my mother.”

Saada had had another stillbirth. The doctors said they didn’t know why. There was no heartbeat, they told her, and she would need to have curettage, her uterus scraped. Her husband loaded the car with cartons of oranges, apples, and bananas, boxes of dates, and thermoses of coffee. He took Asiya and Ghazaala with him to the central hospital in Sur City. In the broad open space in front of the hospital he spread out a blanket and arranged all of the treats he had brought with them. When anyone came in or out he called them over for coffee and fruit—a host’s generous offering for the sake of Saada’s health. After the hospital security men began harassing him, he waved to the knot of Bedouin huddling nearby to come and join him instead in the empty lot behind the hospital, where he spread out his welcome blanket once again.

Ghazaala and Asiya got involved in some games that other children were playing in the hospital yard. When visiting hours began and the doors opened, the guard prevented the children from going in and Ghazaala started crying. Asiya’s father gave her a wink and she quieted down, huddling with her milk-sister on one of the metal benches outside the hospital where they would wait for him. The promise in his eyes told them that they would get to see Mama Saada.

As Asiya’s father was coming out of the building, the girls were again playing a familiar game with some children in front of the hospital entrance. He could hear their singsong chant, “Open up, little flower! Close now, flower!” They ran over to him. Giving them a sign to quiet down, he led them in silence along the hospital wall and turned a corner, still following closely along the external wall parallel to the windows of the ward where overnight patients slept. Asiya’s father slowed his pace, paused in hesitation, walked past several more windows and began to call out in a very low voice, “Saada… Saada.” They all edged forward, but then stepped back a bit, unsure, before a particular window opened. Sticking out between two metal bars, Saada’s hand was waving. “Mama!” the two girls exclaimed at once.

Somehow, Asiya’s father fetched a wooden stool with a broken leg. He propped it up with two stout tree branches. Standing on it, the girls could see their mother. When they got tired of balancing on this precarious perch, he seated himself on the stool and pulled them onto his lap. The evening passed with the four of them chattering. Though she was very weak, Saada was laughing. The two girls were ecstatic at the success of this revenge against the guard who had barked at them, “Children are not allowed inside!” It grew late and the girls fell asleep in Asiya’s father’s arms. He said his goodbyes to Saada and led the girls back to the car. On the way home Ghazaala opened her eyes suddenly. “Ummi Saada is pretty, isn’t she?” she said to him.

Her words startled him. He laughed. “Your mama Saada is pretty, yes she is… but even if she weren’t, I…” He found it hard to go on, unaccustomed to speaking of such matters. He couldn’t find the right words. He just laughed again, embarrassed, and then he tried to go on. “I never get tired of her.” His face lit up, as if these were precisely the words he had meant to say. He said them again. “I don’t grow tired of her, I never feel bored with your mama Saada.”





Before summer came and the school year ended, Saada gave birth to her second daughter, Zahwa. After two miscarriages, the successful arrival of this newborn elated her. Her husband took a week off from work. There were joyful visits and celebratory gatherings. Platters of the traditional warm, dark, jellylike Omani sweet dotted with almonds were passed around. There were fancy little glasses of frankincense-scented water and baskets of fruit waiting for all of those who came to congratulate the new mother.

A few months of life, and this beautiful child with her delicate features had captivated her parents completely. Her father now came home from Abu Dhabi more than once a month so that he wouldn’t miss Zahwa’s new babblings as she learned to talk, or the first time she sat up on her own, or when she began to crawl. But he had to wait two years before she was walking on those little feet, which her mama had coated with henna. By this time Saada almost never left the house or the area around it. She was hardly attending to Mahbuba or the goats because she spent the entirety of her days caring for Zahwa—bathing her, nursing her, singing to her, sewing the most beautiful tiny gowns imaginable for this child who was the loveliest little creature she had ever set eyes on in her life.

When Old Raaya rapped on the door, Asiya opened it. Saada’s voice could be heard from inside the house, happy and vigorous, as she bounced Zahwa to the rhythm of her chant. “Ba’jin wa-baghrif wa-batlaa fil-ghuraf… I knead and I ladle and I climb to the higher rooms.”

“How is your mother?” Raaya asked the older daughter. Asiya spun her finger at her own head. Cuckoo! Raaya laughed. “That gorgeous little wonder, the blooming Zahwa, well, she deserves a little madness and some crazy talk. But… do you have any rice around here?”

Asiya went into the kitchen. She filled a small plastic sack with rice and came out and handed it to Raaya. Everyone knew that this woman no longer had any need to go around begging, but they also understood that it had become a habit with her. Raaya had five sons who were all government employees in Muscat. They took good care of her; they didn’t spare any expense. Everyone knew that she stowed large sacks of rice and packets of tea and coffee and sugar and powdered milk underneath her wooden bedframe. And that she still spent her days making her rounds and asking folks for food.

At Sarira’s wedding to her second husband, Tahir—she had agreed to marry him strictly on condition, formally agreed, that he would never own a cow, never in his life and not for any reason he might give, or argument he might make, whatsoever—Raaya got into a quarrel with the bridegroom. He had noticed her filching meat. She was packing it away in a large clay pot to take home. Tahir scolded her in front of everyone, embarrassing her to the point that her skinny figure was a mass of tremors and she looked about to collapse into sobs and tears. If a body didn’t see any mercy or any charity from her own town folk, she moaned, then where would she find it? From that day on, the folk of Sharaat Bat—or now, al-Waha—had nothing to say about Raaya. Without comment they gave her what she asked for. Asiya in particular liked to give Raaya whatever she wanted. That was because Asiya enjoyed visiting Raaya at home and scooting around playfully amid the bags of sugar and the enormous sacks of flour, pretending as she wrapped Raaya’s shawl around her head like a turban that she was the chief merchant lady of the market. She would summon the other children to bargain with her over buying this or that pile of cracked wheat or rice, or jars of pickled vegetables. One time the children succeeded in fooling the old woman and loading up Naazi’ the donkey with a cooking pot and two large sacks of raw chickpeas. They led the animal away and got as far as the base of the mountains, a spot just before you would have to start climbing. They built a campfire and cooked the chick-peas and ate them all, very quickly, even though the beans were only half cooked and completely unsalted.

Asiya came home late in the afternoon with her tummy aching. Her mother motioned at her fiercely to keep quiet so that she wouldn’t wake the tiny girl, who had just gone to sleep. Asiya was expecting a scolding for coming home so late. But Saada didn’t say anything about that. She just kept humming softly to the baby. Asiya went outside again and walked to Ghazaala’s house. Auntie Maliha brought her back after the evening meal. She stood still in the doorway. Her mother was tickling Zahwa and teasing her. “How good you look! Shall I eat you up? Eat you uppah, heh?” Asiya whispered, “Yes, eat her up, just eat her all up,” and went off to bed.

Zahwa must have toppled into the falaj around midday. It was so hot at that hour that rarely did anyone leave their house. Most people were napping. No one was likely to be using the irrigation channels for anything at that time. The current, in its onrush from one orchard to the next, would have carried her from one branch of the canal system to the next. Finally, the pressure of the moving water must have wedged her against one of the strong wooden blocks in the sluice that directed a measured flow of water out to irrigate a particular orchard at a particular time. Zahwa drowned.

No one made an effort to revive her because when they found her, it was clear from the bloated body that she had been dead for hours. They carried the small body—which hadn’t even experienced three full years of life—and they laid it in Saada’s arms. The short wet locks of hair dampened Saada’s lap as she began squeezing water out of the cloth amulets her daughter wore; the fabric was soaked. She hugged the little body tightly and begged—by God’s ultimate truth, by the glory of the Prophet, by the greatness of all the prophets and the holy presence of the sainted, by the Companions of the Prophet, by the martyrs and the pious—that her daughter might wake up. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, her arms wrapped tightly around the wet little body, she whispered, “Get up, Zahwa, get up, up, my Zahwa, Zahwati, get up, wake up, c’mon, Maah, wake up.” The women pried the body away from Saada’s chest and ordered her to say other words. “Say: We are all God’s creatures and to God we return.” Saada smeared dirt all over her head and rubbed it into her hair and her face. She would never be the same woman again.
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