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praise for flying carpets




“Hedy Habra’s Flying Carpets is an enchanting collection of short stories... Each story takes the reader on a magical flight spurred on by longing, loss, and the search for the intangible yet true... Habra’s thoughtful tone, insightful imagination, and cosmopolitan grace infuse her stories with lightness tinged with gravitas, giving her narratives a mysterious quality that lingers in the reader’s mind long after her stories end.”




—Al-Jadid




“Hedy Habra's Flying Carpets is a collection of enchantments and wonders charmingly  recounted,  deeply  imagined,  and  composed  with  lyrical exactitude. It belongs to that rare tradition of books whose spells grow increasingly seductive with each new story.”












—Stuart Dybek, author of Coast of Chicago and Sailing with Magellan




“Hedy Habra’s moving, lovely stories emerge from her history as a Middle Eastern writer exposed to the varied cultures of Egypt, Lebanon, Belgium, Greece, and the United States, fluent in French, Arabic, Spanish and English. She draws together in this volume vivid images, events, and voices in a compelling, parti-colored vision that evokes time and place like the haunting recollections from a dream.”




—Arnold Johnston, author of The Witching Voice: A Novel from the Life of Robert Burns and What the Earth Taught Us (poems)
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AL KASDIR




When I was ten years old I used to accompany my mother everywhere, especially during the long summer vacations. We would go to the Heliopolis Sporting Club, to the movies or visit friends and relatives. We favored going to my aunt Sophie’s, whose balcony overlooked the Oasis, an open-air cinema that featured a great number of Italian and Indian productions. While adults were chatting inside over tea and pastries, my cousins and I would watch movies converted from afar into quasi-silent functions, especially when we couldn’t read the subtitles and lovers were whispering.




I remember one day in particular at my aunt’s house. That’s when I had the privilege to witness a Kasdir ritualistic session, a far more exciting spectacle than anything ever projected on the Oasis’ large screen. Why was I the only child present? I’m not sure anymore. Maybe my cousin Monique’s sons had already left for the club with their nanny.




What I am certain of is that we arrived late afternoon when the women had just finished their manicure. Of my aunt’s five children, only one still lived at home, Denise, a thirty-year-old single woman. Her older sister Monique, recently widowed at thirty-five, spent most of her free time with them. The manicurist, Salma, who usually came monthly to prepare halawa—a sweet sticky concoction used to rid women of all unwanted body hair—was scheduled every other week for the manicure and pedicure. But Salma had other talents, which she promised to demonstrate as soon as the nails would dry. She had divination powers. I drank my lemonade on the balcony overlooking the cinema. From that third floor, several rows of seats were visible across the street lined with tall Eucalyptus trees, whose lower foliage was not dense enough to hide the entire screen, only some edges.




The day I witnessed the Kasdir ceremony there was mystery in the air. Smiles and whispers piqued my curiosity. I sensed that something special was going to take place so I returned to the sitting room where the women were chatting. They were waving their hands in the air, delicately edged with long oval-shaped enameled nails. I envied their petalled fingertips because mine were bitten to the bone. The manicurist was neatly packing the tools of her trade in a wooden rectangular sewing basket, aligning clippers, files and scissors in their compartments and nail polish bottles in the lower case, then securing them with folded hand towels. I think now she was taking her time, meditating as she was getting ready to delve into the role of soothsayer about to predict Denise’s and Monique’s future.




Zeinab, the maid, brought cups, a large bowl full of cold water and a couple of towels. She placed a Primus kerosene burner on the Formica table that served for the manicure. It was needed to melt al kasdir, the gray tin that was central to the divination process. Salma asked Zeinab to fetch a radio.




“Do you want to play music,” asked my mother?




Zeinab and Salma answered with a same voice: “No, we need to put the prayers on.” They explained that it was indispensable for the reading session.




“No,” objected my aunt. She mumbled that it was nonsense, mixing religion with fortune-telling, “This part we’ll skip . . .”




But they all stopped her: “No big deal. It’s OK; let’s go on with it. We aren’t serious about this! It’s just for fun!”




Once the incantations were heard in the background, Salma warned them to concentrate upon their own wishes and desires. She asked Denise to bend her head slightly and covered it with one of the towels for protection. Salma placed the bowl filled with water on top of her head and made sure Zeinab was holding on to it with both hands. Using tongs, Salma seized pieces of tin from a small metallic cup she had placed over the Primus’ bluish flame. Then in a sleight of hand, she bent both tongs and flame right over the bowl. From the softened tin, a molten gray substance dripped with a hissing sound into the cold water, acquiring strange shapes, opening up like flowers or ruffled mushrooms. Salma contemplated these floating solidified shapes for a while, gathered them with tongs as she removed the bowl from Denise’s head, saying, “Look carefully: there is someone seriously interested in you. He will come next week right here, to your house. He is older than you but attractive and distinguished. He has money. You have met him before.”




Monique shrugged: “That’s it, I don’t want to do this. Anyway who would want to marry a widow? Penniless and with children! Let’s be real, I don’t believe in all of this. If Denise has met the guy before then what’s the point of seeing it in al kasdir?”




They all protested, talking at the same time: “Come on, let’s do it! Yallah! None of us really believes in this but let us get it over with! We’ve been waiting long enough for Salma to do what she promised. Be a good sport, let’s see what your luck is.” Aunt Sophie was laughing and crying at the same time, wiping off the tears from her cheeks. She knew that whoever might come to visit Denise would be discouraged right away. Denise’s bad temper and directness were hard to take. Finally, Monique was convinced to submit to the experiment, although she was right: even though she was charming and sweet, it was very hard in those times for a widow with two children to find a husband unless she were rich. Her husband, who was a successful businessman, died of a heart attack before being able to make provisions for the family.




Such situations were at the root of my decision to go to the university later on and fend for myself. Surrounded with helpless widows, in a culture in which they were supposed to be protected by either a father or a husband, I knew I needed to become a professional and have something solid to fall back upon in case my future husband would pass away. I never thought of divorcing though. In retrospect I realize that nowadays women think of the eventuality of a divorce before that one of becoming a widow, but in those days that was never an option since there was no civil marriage. We were Catholics: no one divorced and that was the end of it. All that women around me could wish for was a prospect of marriage, always a solution brought along by a man. . . . I understood why Monique found it ridiculous to resort to al kasdir, even playfully, to solve her future. Salma melted another piece of tin in the bowl held over Monique’s head, listening carefully to the rustling sounds of the metallic drops bursting as if trying to escape drowning. She frowned as she observed the wrinkled, distorted forms that were allotted to her: “Hum. . . . ” She seemed reluctant to speak for a while, then said that the reading wasn’t always accurate, that it should be repeated at another time.




“But what’s the matter?” Monique worried. “Are you seeing anything bad? Tell me. I want to know.”




Salma smiled. “No, there is nothing to worry about. Nothing. That’s the problem. I see nothing coming your way, no men, no suitors no prospects of marrying again. But remember, this is just for now. We will have to do it all over again.”




At this point, I was beginning to feel bored and wanted to go home.




I was trying to get my mother’s attention and tell her it was time to leave but by then they were all adamant she should participate in the ritual. The best part was watching my cousins and aunt trying to convince her to let Salma read al kasdir one last time. She refused categorically: “I don’t want a husband! I won’t sacrifice my children. Don’t you know a stepfather never cares for his wife’s children? Always wants kids of his own and becomes jealous of a mother‘s attentions to her children. No way! I dedicated myself to my three children: they are my life. Besides I won’t ever find anyone like my Johnny.” My father had died over a year before of a heart attack, leaving her in her early forties with responsibilities she had never been prepared to fulfill. It was hard to see her struggle daily with the succession, the bureaucracy and endless paperwork. She had to go several times a week to Cairo and wait in line in government buildings to retrieve the required documents and try to take care of my father’s affairs. But that day I could sense she was playful and deep inside wanted to have her luck read.




“Henriette, it’s your turn,” they said. “It’s getting late. Salma has to go.” And she did comply, pretending she was really doing it for their sake. But I could tell she was having fun and even believed a little in Salma’s powers.




By now I was becoming very interested in Salma’s reading. She seemed to do everything faster the third time around. Her face beamed as she bent her head and listened to the snakelike hissing sounds whispering in her ear. She then paused, looking really pleased as she meditated over the strange tin efflorescence that resurfaced on my mother’s behalf. Salma declared that my mother’s luck was greater than the two younger women’s and that she was going to remarry very soon because more than one man were on their way to her house. She even assured her: “There is a man, I can see him distinctly who has not forgotten you for decades. He will soon come closer to you!” A heavy silence followed her words. We were all stunned at such affirmations and no one questioned Salma’s words. My aunt seemed preoccupied all of a sudden and my mother’s expression became stern as she told me, “It’s getting late, we should take care of dinner. Time to go.” Suddenly, each of them was thinking aloud of what they had to do next while Zeinab and Salma were cleaning up and disappeared towards the kitchen.




We returned home after doing some errands. I often wondered what went wrong because I never heard the Kasdir mentioned since. “But what of the readings,” I often thought to myself, “were they at all accurate?” Maybe there was a tacit decision to forget this episode. Over the years it did occur to me to find out if any of these predictions came close when I’d hear of a potential suitor for Denise and Monique. But whenever I’d refer to al kasdir, everybody changed the subject. My aunt’s house became associated with the fleeting scenes of the foreign movies we watched from her balcony, and I could never make a connection between anyone’s love life and the tin’s configurations.




* * *




Something happened at one point several years later that brought back the Kasdir to the forefront. I was preparing my Baccalaureate and was spending most of my time at home, studying. One afternoon, I overheard an exceptionally loud conversation in the living room where my mother was entertaining some friends for tea. My grandmother was arguing vehemently and I decided to join them to find out what had managed to get my gentle Nonna to raise her voice, “Basta! Basta, Henriette! Why don’t you get over it! This is all fantasy!”




It was common knowledge that my mother was never allowed to marry her first love. Shortly after agreeing to their union, her family forced her to break their two-months-long engagement under the pretext that the young man would never have a substantial career that would enable him to meet her needs. Heart broken, the young fiancés were not to meet again except for one last visit in a church, chaperoned by her mother. I knew of this story, of course. My mother kept repeating it, without omitting a single detail, especially after my father’s death. She often stressed that this man had remained single for several years. It was when she decided to accept my father that he finally tied the knot.




The novelty at the heart of the discussion at teatime was that this respectable family man had just passed away. But before dying, he had confessed to his sister Odette—who was my mother’s childhood friend—that he had never forgotten his first love and insisted that she would be told. Exultant, moved or just excited—this much I will never know—my mother burst victoriously, “Can’t you see? This was all predicted by Salma years ago! Al kasdir never fails.” She looked around her with conviction, “How many times didn’t we all witness it?” I couldn’t believe what came next. Apparently, a few years before Salma’s reading, mother’s former suitor was widowed. He had even tried to get in touch with her. That’s when she convinced my father to withdraw from certain social circles. Her friend Alice interjected, “Don’t forget that after Johnny died, he sent word with Odette that he was seriously interested in you.”




“What do you expect, Alice! I wasn’t going to bring a stepfather home!” She rolled her eyes, then added sententiously, “But in the end, we all agree that al kasdir works!”




“Bass, Bass! Basta!” My grandmother frowned, pursing her lips in reproval. A pious woman, she was deeply offended by this attitude while all the other women present sided with my mother. That was the last time I heard them arguing about the subject. I left for Beirut that summer to pursue graduate studies and Nonna passed away a year later. My mother joined me soon after and from then on I would often hear her recall the Kasdir sessions when we had company, openly stating how soundly she believed in them, and what a pity Salma wasn’t around to prove it.
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THE GREEN BOOK




a catherinette’s diary




 




But, let me tell you. A French tradition has it that if a girl isn’t married at twenty-five, she is said to have worn St. Catherine’s headdress. It was about time she found a husband. When we were still schoolgirls, we used to laugh at twenty-five-year-old single girls calling them catherinettes. It was impossible to forget that St. Catherine’s day fell on the 25th of November. That was when our school held its annual charity Kermess, named after the saint. Ours was a French nuns’ school, Pensionnat de la Mère de Dieu, located in Garden City, one of Cairo’s loveliest suburbs bordering the Nile. Those were the bygone days of king Farouk’s apogee, and believe me, Cairo had nothing to envy to the most dazzling European capitals. Yet, anyway, not much has changed regarding marriage, I assure you.




After I reached the fatidic age, it must have been around the mid thirties, or rather around 1937 to be more accurate, I tried not to attach importance to what young people today would consider a trifle. Yet, the following couple of years, I avoided going to the Kermess.




When Emile proposed, I was inclined to consider him more seriously than any other before him. My parents tried to influence me every time a possible match came along. “Yvonne, you’ll never make up your mind. Look around you. Your friends’ children are growing. Don’t wait too long.” They urged me to accept Emile: “You’re lucky at your age to find such a good man. He comes from a respectable family. He has a comfortable, solid situation.” My mother added, “He’ll give you security and a family. He’s crazy about you. What more do you want?”




“He is much older,” I objected.




“Fifteen years is not a big deal,” said my father. “He’s good looking, athletic. Women age much faster than men; you’ll always look young by his side. He’ll be faithful. Believe me.”




* * *




Emile was very much in love, and faithful. But he demanded to be in control of everything. I had to explain every minute detail. Every single expense had to be recorded: taxis, hairdresser, tips, tramways, food, and clothes. When the children came it got more and more complicated. At the same time, however, I discovered a stratagem that allowed us to live in peace.




From the very beginning, Emile asked me to keep a written record of the household’s expenses. I’d spend hours, writing, bent over the huge multi-colored Spanish shawl spread over our dining-room table. I’d push aside the long silky fringes, place a thick gray cotton pad over a corner of the lacquered mahogany, careful not to damage the table’s shiny finish with an ink stain. First, I noted all the figures in pencil. Then, in my green book, I wrote the day’s date in red on top of the page and the list of items with their prices in black.




I had a variety of different sized pens that I kept in an old rectangular jewelry box. The gold and silver pens were arranged over the red velvet lining according to their shape. The box was deep enough to fit the ink bottles and the pen holder. I firmly inserted the chosen pen into the wooden holder and dipped it in red or black ink. I used an incredible amount of blotting paper then. But I refused to use a modern fountain pen. This way, the result was more elegant.




Back in school I’d always won first prize in calligraphy. I had also sewed, you know, embroidered, crocheted, and painted. The Mother Superior used to tell me with a tap on the shoulder, “Child, you put beauty in everything you touch.” I started two recipe books at fifteen. All the titles were in red Gothic script and the rest in black cursive. Over two years I recorded friends’ and relatives’ recipes on long rectangular loose-leafs; then I bound them with black linen and leather hardcover. I added a drawing at the bottom of each page as a visual memento of the dish or dessert. Drawing was to me a natural extension of writing; this is why I loved calligraphy. I liked to form the letters, align them across the page, and shape them with a twist of the hand and with sensitive strokes into black or red signs. In the process, I’d lose track of their meaning. Some letters resembled hieroglyphs, others were ornate like a baroque cathedral.




Keeping a book was not a chore, after all. I grew accustomed to my green book. It even gave me a real sense of power. With time, Emile trusted me and only routinely checked the accounts. He let me manage the servants and make all the domestic decisions. He only worried when I asked for more money. He used to say, “Yvonne, is it for something we really need?”




“Well,” I’d answer, “but of course! It’s all relative. I realize that.”




It isn’t that he wasn’t generous. He just needed to be convinced of the necessity of the purchase. “I want you and the children to have the best,” he often repeated, “but we have to be reasonable. We can’t throw money out the window.”




Sometimes we argued for hours over money, never reaching an agreement. It was the same when we talked about politics, love, or religion: The three things my grandfather always advised to avoid socially. Emile loved to go to the movies, but our views were so different that we would end up fighting instead of exchanging opinions. I finally understood that the age gap could not be bridged and gradually tried to elude discussions. The fewer words exchanged, the happier we were.




Emile used to come home from work eager to talk about his day for a while: “We’re going to need a new employee. Raymond is doing a lot of traveling now, and I can’t deal on my own with the customers during his absence.” I’d listen without making any comment. His business was growing. He and his partner, Raymond, owned a store downtown in Midan Suleyman Pasha. They sold fabric for men’s suits and coats and took turns going to London and Paris to order their merchandise. Everything in Emile’s life went according to his plans. He was content and told everyone how lucky he was. His wife, Yvonne, was such a good cook, so skilled in everything. A real pearl. And Yvonne this, and Yvonne that.




After the children were born, our standard of living grew along with the expenses. Emile was confident of my efficiency and although he only looked at my green book occasionally, I kept it faithfully. I had discovered a new pleasure. I could play around with the figures without him ever noticing. When I’d buy school supplies, I’d mark ten books instead of the eight required, four uniforms instead of two. When I’d buy the children’s clothes, I’d automatically add a pair of pajamas, half a dozen pieces of underwear, or socks. In my green book, the market prices fluctuated arbitrarily according to my pen’s whimsy. As a result, I always had some pocket money. I could buy things Emile would never have considered important. If I craved an elegant tea set, or a striking lampshade, I’d tell him it was a gift from my parents and the matter was settled.




Emile loved to socialize and wanted to go out nightly. If we weren’t visiting friends or relatives, we’d go to the movies or to see a play. Both our families and circle of friends took turns organizing dinner parties, and Emile never refused an invitation. But when the moment came for us to reciprocate, he couldn’t face the amount of money required.




“It’s absurd,” he complained, “your relatives are filthy rich. I can’t afford to throw parties the way they do. Better forget about it.”




“I’ll do everything myself,” I answered. “I won’t order anything from the caterer.” I reminded him what a good cook I was and added that my mother would contribute until I convinced him. As years went by, I was always praised for my dinner parties.




Emile was very close to his two married sisters, Georgette and Hélène. One summer, our three families rented houses in Ras el Bar on the Nile’s Delta. These spacious huts or e’shas, had several bedrooms and a large living room and kitchen. In those days, they were built yearly and dismantled at the end of the season. They were made of wood and mainly straw to allow the passage of air and create a rustic effect, unlike these recent brick and stones constructions. It used to be a lovely beach resort where the sweet Nile waters met the blue Mediterranean across a long tongue of land. We used to call this narrow stretch languette—or al lessan. It was a pier-promenade, and beyond its limits, up to the far horizon, one could see the dark grayish olive-green river mix with the bright indigo-blue sea. The warm orange reflections of the setting sun unfolded infinite combinations of colors. I loved the view from the promenade in mid-August the most, when the Nile flood turned the water into a reddish-brown opaque mixture. Then, the two bodies of water separated like a natural frontier between two continents.




There was a lot to do in Ras el Bar: swimming in sweet or salty waters, fishing, sailing on the feluccas over the quiet Nile, or for those who weren’t sea-sick, taking boat rides over the Mediterranean. I loved swimming as a child. Unlike Emile’s overweight sisters, I didn’t care to be seen in a bathing suit with my extra pounds, and I didn’t want to tan. I had a very delicate complexion—almost a redhead’s. And I had promised my mother I’d never go out without my umbrella. Luckily, that summer, we had a e’sha all to ourselves while Georgette and Hélène shared another.




Our e’shas were at a walking distance. It was a real change from Cairo. The straw huts were square and slightly elevated with the bedrooms surrounding a central open-air courtyard. I loved to stay up at night, in the kitchen or on a divan, staring at the black shimmering sky. I’d wrap myself in a mosquito net like a spider caught in its own web. There was no electricity there. The gas and oil lamps generated wavering shadows in the half-disclosed huts, creating an unsubstantial, airy atmosphere. I imagined I was suspended in time, on a ship’s front deck, floating in the middle of nowhere. My sisters-in-law were my only problem.




Georgette, Hélène and I got along fine, and took turns looking after the children. I met many friends from Cairo and Heliopolis in the cafés bordering the beaches. From there, we could watch the bathers and chat. Sometimes the children would bring back seashells or call us to see a medusa stranded on the shore surrounded by tiny crawling crabs. Ras el Bar was the crab lovers’ paradise. These freshly caught crabs were sold daily by vendors along the cornice and around the e’shas, chanting “Kaboria! Kaboria!” Emile, who loved seafood a lot, was in heaven. He made new acquaintances easily and spent his time playing backgammon at the Casino Fouad that was built on stilts over the sea. Customers played dice, backgammon—commonly called trictrac or tawla—and all sorts of card games as they smoked their narguileh. We would meet him there for a refreshing iced grenadine or khoushaf—dried fruits soaked in rosewater syrup—while young boys swiftly hung fragrant jasmine necklaces on our chests. Some nights we would all go together to the Guerba, a long corridor of clear Nile water. We rented a felucca to get there. The feluccas’ lights glided silently in succession like torches in a night procession. The Guerba glittered under the moonlight and the feluccas’ lamps. I liked to swim then, be a part of the moon and stars. The bather’s bodies glowed in the dark, became phosphorescent. I don’t know why, nor what substance causes this wonder. No one spoke. Even the children’s play was quieter.




During the day, when I was busy working around the e’sha, Emile visited his sisters, and they talked for hours about their relatives and personal affairs. They also liked to compare the cost of living in Ras el Bar with the one in Cairo. One afternoon, he came back home distraught, “I can’t believe we’ve been throwing away money all these years.” He was out of breath.




“What’s the matter?” I tried to calm him down.




“How irresponsible I’ve been! You’re so young. Can you believe that Georgette spends half what we spend on groceries?”




“How can that be?” I knew a storm was coming and I felt powerless.




“Go. Talk to her,” he said. “I had delicious grapes over at her house at half the price we paid for them yesterday. And the vegetables and meat prices she pays are outrageously low. Something is definitely wrong.”




I agreed entirely with everything he said. “What a fool I’ve been! From now on, I’ll ask Georgette’s advice and shop only where she does,” I assured him. The kids were coming back full of sand and starving. It was time to welcome them and prepare something to eat. I set the table like an automaton. My mind worked at full speed. Our happiness was seriously threatened and I had to depend on all the resources of my imagination. I did not sleep all night. The next morning I visited Georgette and went shopping with her. Emile was pleased with my attitude.




From then on, when I’d serve him grapes, I’d crush some with my fingers. Strawberries and figs got the same treatment. Sometimes I’d run boiling water over the fruits for a second. I’d let the cheese sweat a little out in the sun. Emile would eat without a word. At times, he complained, “What’s the matter with this cheese? Are you sure it’s real kashkawan?”




“It is the exact same one your sisters bought this morning,” I said. “True, we are saving more money—thanks to them.”




When we returned to Cairo, Emile put up with this situation long enough to make me lose both hope and patience. Finally, after a few weeks, he said, “The hell with my sisters! I prefer our old lifestyle. You make your own decisions. You know better. I can’t live the way they do.”




See. This is happiness. This is what young people nowadays fail to understand.
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MARIAM








It was becoming harder and harder to get the children to sleep. Mariam needed her rest, and the two little djinns’ unbelievable energy increased at bedtime. And now, she thought, Laura and Kamil are going out more and more often. They went almost nightly to the open-air theaters that abounded in Heliopolis. When Kamil and Laura took the children along, they always invited Mariam. Although she only knew colloquial Arabic and could not even read the subtitles, shown in two or three languages, she enjoyed the succession of animated images.
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