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For Fields of Fig and Olive


“A promising debut collection…Place and character are vividly evoked and the distinct flavor of a different culture well caught . . .”


—Kirkus Reviews


“It is difficult to heap enough praise on this author for her astonishingly vivid depictions of landscape and her ability to evoke spirit of place.”


—Seattle Times


“The stories offer insights into the cloistered world of Arab women . . . how women find means of expressing themselves in severely circumscribed settings.”


—Los Angeles Times Book Review


“In her Middle East world, sexual roles are sternly defined and jealously protected. But you don’t have to be antediluvian to love the exotic settings and the humanity of the people in the 14 stories by Abdul-Baki. She has been blessed with the ability to make foreignness familiar.”


—Chicago Sun-Times


“An excellent ‘translator’ of Middle East sensibilities, particularly those of women. Her politics are feminist, her theme is human ethics, and her writing is finely honed.”


—Ms. Magazine


“This collection is truly a breakthrough in the world of Middle Eastern literature . . . written in English by someone who has a foot planted . . . in both the West and the Middle East.”


—Rocky Mountain News


“She challenges Western ways of thinking about the nature and behavior of Arab women and men and causes us to question some of our assumptions about the intricate relationships of families and lovers.”


—The Trenton Times


“Abdul-Baki’s skillful and realistic presentation of characters, along with her masterly use of flashback and other narrative techniques, contributes to making her collection one of the most successful of its kind.”


—World Literature Today


“She does what every Arab leader would like to do—humanize the people of Arab descent, something long overdue in American literature.”


—Former U.S. Senator James G. Abouresk


————


For Tower of Dreams


“She is a skilled craftsman . . . The spirit of place and landscape are palpable…she shines in her ability to penetrate the psyche of young Arab women.”


—Seattle Times


————


For Ghost Songs


“A tranquil and beautiful novel . . . it gradually heats up into a thorough and tense examination of culture mores—both Arabic and American—without ever becoming judgmental.”


—Philadelphia City Paper


“She presents Arab culture . . . in narratives of exquisite technique, deep insights, and beautiful English . . . it bids fair to establish her as an Arab-American fiction writer worthy of wide recognition.”


—World Literature Today
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For Ahmad, with love, who has always gallantly changed our hotel room.





Prologue


Joy stumbled over the vacuum cleaner as she ran to the kitchen to find her phone. She had been vacuuming the living room when the pain shot through her, first in her back and then her abdomen, spearing her insides. Then the water started to spill onto the rug, a steady, ominous trickle.


She grabbed the phone and called Richard’s cell number. His voicemail picked up.


“My water just broke,” she said. “I think I’m in labor. Please call back. Hurry!”


The nurse in the doctor’s office told her to call 911, her voice almost scolding Joy as if she should know better than to expect the doctor to be available for an emergency during lunch hour. Joy grabbed a kitchen towel and clenched it between her legs to halt the stream, then sat down and took deep breaths, as she had been shown in the birthing course. She put both of her hands on her round, taut stomach and held it tight, trying to stop whatever was going on from continuing. She felt something was about to rupture any second, and she had to hold it in.


This couldn’t be happening now. They still had three months to go, and seven more classes before she’d be ready. She hadn’t even packed her hospital bag. She had stayed home today, giving her students a study period instead of going into Manhattan because she had barely slept the night before. She should have known better than to start vacuuming.


Fingers trembling, she punched in 911.


“I’m in labor,” she blurted to the woman on the other end of the line, her voice shaking. “Please come get me. What? I’m Joy Amis. Yes. My address?” She gave her address as she started to cry. The woman listening to her paused until Joy composed herself enough to give her the address, her name again, and the name of her doctor. The woman seemed to take an inordinate amount of time to note down the information, methodically repeating Joy’s name and the name of her street as though she had all day, and then she told Joy to lie down and stay comfortable until the ambulance came, but first to open the front door so the paramedics could get in.


The phone rang. “Honey, what’s—?”


“I’m in labor, Rich.”


“Now?”


Hearing the disbelief in his voice caused her to start to cry again. “My water just broke.”


“Are you sure—” his voice still registered doubt.


“Of course, I’m sure!”


“Okay—I’m leaving right now, but it may take me an hour. Can you call the neighbor to stay with you until I get there?”


“I called 911. This can’t be, Rich. It’s not time.”


“Honey, just lie down. Lift up your feet. Are you sure the ambulance is on its way?”


She nodded.


“Honey?” “Yes,” she said, “yes, it’s coming. But they’ll take me to the nearest hospital, not St. Agnes. I called Dr. Watson, but he’s not there.” She sucked in her breath. “I’m scared, Rich. It hurts. I know it’s . . . I’m twenty-two weeks along today.”


“Honey, you’re going to be okay. I’m grabbing a cab now. Just stay on the line with me. Don’t hang up. Can you get yourself a drink?”


“A drink?” she said, incredulous.


“Some water, honey. Maybe you’re dehydrated.”


“My insides are being ripped out. I’m not thirsty!”


“I mean, maybe it’ll—”


She barely heard him. “I know this isn’t good. This is not good,” she repeated slowly, as if explaining to the students in her class the meaning of going into labor in the sixth month. She could see their faces staring at her, some worried and others blank, trying to empathize with something so far removed from their daily concerns. She wondered whether the young man who periodically dozed through class would be jolted to attention by this news. They were supposed to have brought in their papers to read today—a critique of Nabokov’s “The Visit to the Museum.”


She could hear a siren. She got up off the chair and slowly walked to the window. A fire truck was coming down the road.


“They sent a fire truck,” she muttered in wonder. She noticed a single branch of a blooming white cherry tree fluttering daintily in the breeze as the fire truck passed it. It was too early for the cherry trees to bloom.


“It’s whatever is available,” Richard said. “They’ll have medics. I’m on my way. Just stay on the line with me, honey. I love you.”


The pain had eased momentarily, and she pulled the cloth from between her legs. There was a pale, crimson stain on it. She planted her feet into the carpet, as though she could put a stop to the involuntary actions of her body just by willing it so. All that they had been planning for these past treasured months was slipping away. Her world was disintegrating, one cramp at a time.


The knocks on the door came just as the pain started up again.
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Richard was beside her, wearing a blue mask and gown, bending to kiss her forehead. “My love,” he was saying. “My beautiful Joy. It’s going to be okay.”


Again, she felt the shrieking pain in her belly. Another man was standing at the foot of the bed, holding up his hands, still dripping, as someone behind him tied his gown. Like Richard, the man was also wearing a blue cap. She barely recognized him without his thick, white hair.


“Dr. Watson?” she asked, trying to lift her head.


“Yes,” Richard said, “he’s here.”


She heard the doctor talking with several people near him. She heard him say, “She’s already dilated.”


“No!” she snapped, looking up at Richard.


He rubbed her hand, glancing at the doctor and then at her, his eyes moist.


“No,” she said again, angrily. “Leave my baby alone!”


The doctor came up to her and gently touched her forehead. “Mrs. Amis,” he said steadily, father-like, “we’re going to do everything we can. Take some deep breaths for me. That’s right. Take another one.” He looked at Richard. “It’s fear,” he said. Then he strode away, issuing orders.


She squeezed Richard’s hand.


“Honey,” he said, stroking her cheek with his other hand.


She started to cry, confused, but knowing that not even the doctor doing everything he could was going to work a miracle, now. She could feel her stomach tighten like a bullet, feel it again and again as she started to give in to the pain.


“Stephen, Stephen,” she groaned, repeating the name that had become so dear to her.


Richard’s face was next to hers, his eyes warm but his skin pale, trying to soothe her as he kissed her forehead again.


She shook her head. She didn’t want to be touched. She screamed. That felt good. She screamed again, and that seemed to make everything stop, the stiffening of her stomach, the pain. She screamed until it all flowed into one long song, filling the roomful of strangers trying to take her baby away.





Looking for Washington Irving


JOY
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“I feel you’re unhappy,” Richard said, once they were in the room.


Joy unpacked her makeup case and headed for the bathroom to wash up after the afternoon drive to Granada. “Aren’t you?”


“I thought it would be different, but it’s not that bad.”


She sighed. “I should have specified a room on an upper floor. It’s the only way to get a view. Instead, I asked for a quiet room— and we get this. A view of the fire escape.”


“It is quiet,” Richard said, flopping down on the bed. “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart.”


This was just like Richard, always quick to settle, but it had never grated on her nerves so much as it had since the loss of the baby. She had a brief wave of extraordinary doubt that she and Richard were even meant to be together, but as always, she pushed it down.


They’d already had their first disappointment today. For most of the drive from Seville, they’d enjoyed seeing the white towns of Andalusia across the countryside, cozily nestled at the foot of a hill and guarded by a towering Moorish fortress on the crest. Joy had feasted on what she had read about and imagined for so long—plains crisscrossed by glimmering olive trees, hilltop cathedrals, and ruined castles, fields of strawberries and buttery sunflowers. She’d devoured Washington Irving’s travelogue, Tales of the Alhambra, when studying American romantic literature and had fantasized that a visit to Granada would be a life-changing experience. And, since arriving in Spain, she’d had a sense that something remarkable was about to unfold for Richard and her.


Irving’s nearly two-hundred-year-old account of winding through hedges of aloes and fig trees to arrive at the gates of the fabled Spanish city amid a glorious sunset had, for years, intrigued Joy. She had expected Granada to similarly reveal itself to her from a distance, postcard-like, the lofty red walls and turrets of the Alhambra crowning the horizon.


Instead, on her approach to Granada itself, the bucolic landscape of olive groves and tidy farms had given way to a tangle of overpasses and confounding road signs that resembled the cluttered outskirts of Trenton more than the majestic town she’d envisioned. She was beginning to dread being confronted by a glut of Starbucks and Burger Kings as they had in Madrid.


After driving through several industrial-looking neighborhoods, they’d finally located the historic district of Albaicin, a far quainter part of town, and down an alleyway so narrow that cars were parked on sidewalks, they eventually came to the whitewashed, nineteenth-century former mansion where they had reserved a room.


At first glance, the hotel had looked as appealing as the brochure depicted—a vibrant Moorish lobby with tiled walls of blue and green, beveled glass windows, and an interior courtyard filled with orange trees and blooming jasmine. Their bedroom, however, was shockingly drab. A faded curtain covered the small window, and a frayed sofa looked as though a cat had recently gone at it with sharpened claws.


To Joy, hotels were like temples, refuges to house her spirit away from home, and she needed to feel comfortable with the room before she could enjoy the outside city she was visiting from the same prism of satisfaction. She’d ruthlessly researched hotels with local character for this trip and had expected at least some semblance of the historic city to be reflected inside this restored villa’s bedroom. Instead, the rumpled gold bedspread and ochre-painted walls made her cringe.


She watched in dismay as Richard stretched out on the bed, obviously unfazed by the dreariness of the furnishings, when what she wanted was to march back down to the front desk to demand a better room. Although he was usually content with whatever accommodations they were given, his indifference this time seemed to indicate he was totally missing the point of this trip.


“Maybe they’ll change our room if we pay them something,” she suggested from the bathroom, unable to dismiss her own expectations, much as she wanted to for his sake. After all, he had lost a baby, too, and this was supposed to be his vacation as well as hers, a trip to help them heal.


She ran the water from the tap for a moment to let it warm, then rinsed her face and blotted it dry with tissues from the box on the sink, not wanting to soil the towels in case they changed rooms. She slipped off her blouse and bra and, wetting more tissues, rubbed them over her neck, chest, and arms rather than mess up the actual shower.


“Honey, the receptionist said all the others are taken,” Richard called back.


She fanned herself dry with her hands and shook her head, loosening her blonde, shoulder-length hair from its ponytail. “They always say that unless we make a fuss,” she said.


“There are only nine rooms, Joy. Anyway, this one’s clean. It’s not like we’ll spend much time in here.”


“But we should be able to enjoy it.”


There was a pause. “It’s fine, honey. Really. The bed’s comfy.”


She brushed her teeth. She knew she’d be better off adopting his attitude of making the best of the mediocre surroundings. He was usually less affected by the lack of the little touches that she seemed to need to complete her enjoyment of a vacation, but she was baffled by how easily he could settle for so much less than what they’d paid for, given the hotel rates. She’d been looking forward to being happy on this trip. Happy and relaxed. That was the whole reason for their coming, to shed some of that sense of loss, a loss far deeper than any she’d ever known. She already doubted it was going to happen in this room.


She wasn’t sure why she was so irritated with Richard and suddenly so intolerant of their differing opinions on a subject they’d almost always differed on. She knew she was being petty on one level, but then again, she resented him being so lackadaisical about something he knew meant a lot to her.


She examined her breasts in the mirror. Their recent fullness due to her pregnancy was finally completely gone, although they still felt more tender than usual.


She stepped out of the bathroom. Richard was already undressed and tucked beneath the bedspread, watching television in a language he barely understood.


She sighed. “As long as there’s a TV, Rich.”


He flipped the dial of the television remote. “I’ve been driving all day, honey. I need to relax.”


“I need to relax, too, but this room is . . .”


He turned to look at her, and seeing her nude from the waist up, he grinned. “Come on over here, sweetie. I’ll help you relax.”


She ignored his invitation. With a TV and her half-naked, he’d be happy in a coffin.


“Come on,” he prodded, his eyes twinkling.


Although she still found his gaze disarming after five years of marriage, she resisted his attempt to lure her to the bed, bothered that he wasn’t taking her concern seriously. Instead, wrapping a towel around her chest, she crossed the room and opened her suitcase just enough to slide out the shirt and skirt she planned to wear to dinner, still unwilling to unpack in case they moved to another room.
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Hearing him chuckle, she glanced up. He’d switched channels again, and an old episode of Three’s Company was on, dubbed in Spanish and complete with laugh track.


“Honey, for God’s sake,” she said. “Let’s go out and find the Alhambra.”


Fixated on the screen, Richard seemed not to hear her.


She picked up her guidebook, her annoyance growing, and then went to the bed and lay down beside him, noisily flipping through the book to the pages describing the Alhambra—hoping to keep him from completely zoning out and to get him to refocus on her dissatisfaction with the room. She didn’t want to start their stay in Granada on a sour note by continuing to harp on it, especially since he seemed perfectly fine with the accommodations, but she couldn’t let go of her disenchantment.


It took a few seconds, but he turned to her and glanced at the page she was perusing, a view of a lavish palace chamber with an ornate stucco ceiling, bordered by a wall of blinding, gold-leafed, Arabic calligraphy.


“Wow,” he said, looking at the photo.


Her anger started to melt away as he finally showed some interest in the Alhambra. She inched closer to him, so they could share the page. Then, just as quickly, he turned back to the television.


She put down the book and climbed on top of him, straddling his lap to obstruct his view. When he tilted his head to see past her, she gave him an impish smile and leaned over to block his view again.


“Honey,” he protested.


She got off him and picked up the book, sighing.


“Okay, okay,” he said, gently, turning to her. He rolled on top of her and pulled aside the towel to cup her breast. He started to kiss her neck, and she put down her book again and ran her hand over his hair, threading her fingers through the thick clump of it above his neck, trying to concentrate on its pleasing smoothness rather than on the ugly window curtain.


She felt somewhat foolish for making such a fuss about the room, especially since she was mostly to blame for it. When they were preparing for the trip, Richard had delegated hotel arrangements to her while he focused on ways to keep them safe, specifically to keep them from being targeted by thieves or gypsies. As she’d mapped out their route through southern Spain, marking the pretty towns and Moorish castles she wanted to visit, he was busy devising methods to camouflage money pouches and cameras.


“We just won’t ride the subway, Rich,” she’d said, resenting his priorities and the damper his overzealous attention to safety was putting on her enthusiasm for the trip. “Most thefts I’ve read about happen on the subway.”


“They can sniff a tourist anywhere,” he’d replied, experimenting with a contraption around his ankle: a bandana secured with Velcro.


To make things worse, there had been several incidents in Malaga perpetrated by Libyan immigrants two weeks before their scheduled departure. Although Spain had had no mass immigrations from other Middle Eastern countries, such as those that Northern Europe was currently experiencing, she’d sensed that the news report had made Richard even more wary of their upcoming tour. She suspected that, if it were up to him, he would have canceled the trip altogether.


Richard turned to glance back at the TV where perky Suzanne Somers was chattering in Castilian. Then he returned to Joy and planted little kisses on her breast, continuing upward to bury his face in her neck with more ticklish kisses.


She struggled to hold onto her determination to change the room, but she couldn’t help dissolving in a fit of helpless giggles. “Stop!”


“Mi amor,” he said, breathing into her neck again.


She chuckled. “Are you romancing me in Spanish?”


“Just trying to impress you.”


He ran his fingers in little circles around her navel, then bent down to kiss her stomach.


She tried to enjoy the feel of his hands and lips on her skin, but instead felt herself inadvertently shrinking away. “You know, Rich, I still feel him, feel his little thumps inside me.”


He kissed her forehead tenderly.


“It’s been months, but I can’t shake it. Sometimes I wake up at night and can’t catch my breath. It’s scary.”


He cuddled her closer and kissed her eyelids. “We’ll make another one, sweetheart. Another Stephen.”


“There’ll never be another Stephen,” she said.


He sighed. “No, there won’t be another Stephen.” He caressed her cheek. After some moments, his hand ventured out to touch her breast again.


“Honey, I’m tired,” she mumbled, expecting him to catch her cue that she wasn’t in the mood to make love.


Her pregnancy seemed like yesterday. Her water breaking unexpectedly, much too early, as she was vacuuming the living room, the labor pains in her back and abdomen ripping through her, Richard rushing home from Manhattan to get to the hospital, and later, the doctor’s frantic rush to save the baby. Then the weeks that followed as the depression set in. Though the wound in her stomach had healed, her belly continued to cry out for its missing contents.


She knew, however, that her inattentiveness to his overtures was caused by more than just the familiar despair creeping into her. Over the past months, sex for her had mostly become a required chore, like grading papers or folding laundry—a mission solely aimed at conception. Whenever Richard reached for her, she responded as though summoned by the god of some fertility cult, her sights focused squarely on the end result. She suspected he sensed that her heart wasn’t in it for the sake of pleasure, and that she wasn’t entirely with him.


She’d gone back on birth control for a while after the stillbirth, although there was almost no need at that point since she was rarely in the mood for sex. She certainly hadn’t wanted to get pregnant again and face a possible repetition of that terrible loss.


Not until some four months later, the pain of the loss numbed somewhat, had she begun to feel the stirrings of optimism and her drive to try again. At first her desire was like a faucet she could turn on at a whim. All it took was feeling Richard strong and reassuring beside her in bed to kindle her mood. He had been supportive and loving throughout the ordeal, and she wanted to give him a child as much as she wanted one for herself.


Even when it didn’t happen immediately, she wasn’t concerned, suspecting that her body was simply weaning itself of the vestiges of the previous pregnancy. She was thirty-five, and he was five years older, not spring chickens but surely still in their prime.


A few months later, however, she began to grow discouraged, wondering whether something inside her had changed as a result of the stillbirth. Although tests showed they were both healthy, that her tubes were in good shape and his sperm count sufficient to produce healthy children, she couldn’t help obsessing about the “congenital weakness of the fetus,” the medical reason given to them for the stillbirth. At times, she’d even begun to wonder whether she and Richard were somehow incompatible on a genetic level.
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Richard had now moved slightly away from her and resumed watching TV.


“I’m sorry,” Joy said, reaching out and stroking his hair again, wanting to shake off her ambivalence.


“It’s okay,” he replied absently, as though lost in his own thoughts.


She could feel herself pulling away even now, constructing walls between them. Perhaps it was due to her latent fears of a future loss, she rationalized, although part of her knew better. She was beginning to have the gnawing sense that Richard was not, after all, her true soul mate.


For some reason she couldn’t understand, since the loss of the baby, she’d been retreating into her fantasy world more than usual. Especially when they made love. It was rarely Richard she was focused on in those intimate moments, but rather on some other acquaintance or colleague she found attractive or sensed was attracted to her. In the past, she would simply have accepted the regard of these men as a compliment, and she certainly had never responded to any innuendos sent her way. But recently, the images of these men bombarded her thoughts during sex, and it was getting harder to banish them. Although she obviously didn’t blame Richard for her erotic daydreams of other men, she suspected they had something to do with his change during these past months.


The grief that had threatened to destroy her had also engulfed him, affecting him in ways she couldn’t have foreseen. He’d obviously bottled up his feelings about Stephen; instead of crying and withdrawing as she had done, he seemed to conceal his sadness by creating ever steeper career goals and burying himself under overwhelming workloads. He would voluntarily take on difficult clients for his boss and consent to work-related travel more often than usual. At times he was distant, and at others he would lose his temper over trivial things. Some days he seemed to have morphed into a complete stranger.


Now, as they lay in bed miles from home, Joy reminded herself that both his behavior and hers were temporary, that a new baby would reestablish her feelings for him and for their marriage. It was, after all, the solid aim of family-building Richard had projected from the start that had attracted her—that and his robust awareness of what he wanted from life.


Back when they’d met, she’d been smitten by his innate pragmatic grasp of things. She’d been on the rebound from a previous relationship, yearning for some grounding, and he had been gallant, handsome, and sensible. He was a banker. Despite her years studying and working in Manhattan, she had never dated a banker and found his knowledge of the complex world of finance intriguing, the way he could summarize the current state of inflation or the reasons for fluctuating interest rates. He could analyze specific economic data or investments he’d just heard about as though he’d been studying them for years, and he had even mapped out a plan for his own financial security for the next decade. Drawing her away from her own, often exhausting, literary and philosophical excursions as a college English teacher, his solid attitudes were refreshing and sexy to her, all bravado and fortitude. It had certainly felt like great chemistry between them. Two years later, they had married.


Now as she watched him while still stroking his hair, she wondered whether opposites really do attract. Once again, she wanted to push aside the heartbreaking thought that perhaps the stillbirth had been some sort of sign—perhaps they weren’t meant to be parents together, and this was nature’s way of pointing it out.


Richard’s lips against her ear now startled her. His warm feet affectionately rubbed her cool ones.


“Rich . . .” she started to object.


He nuzzled her face, his arms encircling her.


Touched by his efforts to be uplifting, she found herself returning to her previous hopes that a baby would change everything. She turned to him and lightly kissed his lips.


“Rich, do you think we’ll be parents? Someday?”


“Honey, of course we’ll be parents.”


“I’m not so sure anymore.”


“Don’t keep thinking about it,” he said softly. “Like the doctor said, it’ll just happen. Like it did before.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of.”


“Not that part. It’ll be different next time.”


His confidence was meant to bolster her, but she felt he was denying the legitimacy of her fears.


She turned slightly away from him. “I feel so alone.”


He kissed her shoulder. “You’re not alone. I’m here.”


“It just feels so lonely, not carrying the baby, not having him growing inside me. My body seems useless now.”


He shook his head. “It’s normal, honey. You were pregnant and now you’re not. But nothing else has changed.”


She felt that was a callous thing to say. Of course, he couldn’t understand what it meant to be pregnant and suddenly not to be, to feel your body couldn’t fulfill its purpose, its promise. She used to try to tell him how wonderful it was to feel the baby’s kicks, and he’d smile as she put his hand to her stomach to feel the butterfly-light thumps. But he wasn’t as fixated on them as she. He was able to shift his attention to other things almost immediately.


“You weren’t as connected as I was,” she said.


“I wasn’t carrying him,” he said softly.


“I mean, you were more aloof. Like you couldn’t get into the pregnancy.”


“Honey, that’s not true. I enjoyed every minute of it.”


“I felt you weren’t as interested—”


He interrupted. “Joy, don’t do this. That’s not true and not fair. I wanted that baby. But . . .” he stopped and took a breath, “we can’t keep torturing ourselves like this. It didn’t happen this time.”


His face contorted slightly, and he ran his fingers through his hair. “There’ll be a next time,” he said, as though trying to convince himself.


She sighed. He was right. She shouldn’t be tormenting them both like this. He felt as much anguish at their loss as she. He just handled it differently.


Maybe he was right about the baby too, that there would be a next time. She wanted to believe that. But even if she conceived and successfully carried a baby to term, what she really wondered was whether they could ever finally knit together their bond as lovers and partners and go back to how they’d been before.


Wasn’t that the real reason she’d chosen to come here, chosen Granada, this jewel of Andalusia, to reignite love? She hugged him.


As if encouraged by her awakening energy, Richard lifted her hair and lightly bit her neck as he fumbled with the zipper of her jeans.


This time she yielded to his coaxing, snuggling closer to him, her fingers tracing the bulge of his arm muscles as he guided her hand gently to his waist, then downward, as if to verify his desire.


She pushed her hips into his, now eager to make love and to escape into her fantasies, guilty fantasies of other men, admittedly, but providing a pleasing buoyancy that fueled her. As if on cue, her dream of getting pregnant took hold, and she found herself embarking on her mission again, riding the narcotic, danger-ridden strains of a guitar coming from somewhere outside the window.
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She stretched puma-like, fingers and toes reaching in opposite directions. Things really were different here. Even their love-making left her unexpectedly light and happy and more focused on Richard. She placed her palm on her stomach. Maybe this time some baby magic would work its spell.


Three’s Company mercifully over, she got dressed, retrieved the guidebook from the floor, and lightly tossed it to Richard on the bed.


“Can you please get us to the Alhambra?” she asked.


Picking up her old copy of Tales of the Alhambra, she tried to make herself comfortable enough on the stiff sofa to settle into Washington Irving’s world for a bit.


Since first reading of the “light, elegant, and voluptuous character” of the Moorish wonder that Irving had lived in for several months in 1829 and so eloquently described, the Alhambra had indelibly etched itself into her consciousness. When her doctor advised that she and Richard take a trip to get their minds off their devastating loss, she’d immediately thought of southern Spain, of Granada. Despite the unsettling accounts of thefts and political unrest that Richard worried about, she’d doggedly pushed on with their itinerary, convinced that Granada would be the place that might cheer her up. Judging by the quality of their lovemaking just now, she’d been right.


Although she knew that her view of the place was overly influenced by Irving’s romantic writings, for a long time now she had believed that such a place existed, and she trusted Irving not to mislead her.


“He started writing this while actually living here,” she mused aloud. She looked up, but Richard was now tuned to a Spanish soap opera.


She groaned and dove back into Irving’s reflections on the medieval Moorish era of Al-Andalus. The enterprising American writer and diplomat had been fascinated by the historical narrative of the Moorish empire and had documented the legions of myths of the Alhambra as well as added his own colorful anecdotes of his stay in the dilapidated Moorish palace.


When she looked up again, Richard was dozing.


“Great way to start off, Rich,” she said, putting down her book. “Rich?” She went to the bed and, despite being miffed, crawled over to lie beside him.


She used to love to watch him doze when they were first married, the way he could catnap, his face placid as the Sphinx, his head sunk deep into the pillow so that it bunched up on either side to insulate him from noise. Gazing at his profile now, tracing the line of his straight nose and full lips, then moving down the long form of his body under the bedspread and back up to his smooth, brown hair, she tried to resurrect those past warm feelings instead of dwelling on her irritation at his not leaping up to sightsee or to help her change their room. She jiggled the bed a bit to coax him awake, but it was no use. He was beginning to snore.


“Damn it, Rich,” she muttered.


She knew he would have preferred that their first trip to Europe together be to Italy, to Tuscany, but he’d wanted to indulge her Spanish fantasy. This would be her trip, he’d told her. The “new beginning” trip. The new baby trip. Although she appreciated that, this journey wasn’t starting off right.


[image: Images]


The doctor had encouraged them to take time off from their daily stresses. She was free between the spring and summer semesters of teaching English at Hunter College, and Richard had extra weeks of leave from the bank. Yet, despite all their preparations, Richard was showing a mystifying inability to open himself up to the adventure. His energy and inquisitiveness seemed to have mysteriously evaporated the minute they got to Spain, leaving him wary and stolid.


She found his reticence puzzling, especially since he and his younger brother had spent two years overseas when their father was a diplomat stationed in Athens. His parents were divorced by then, his mother having moved to California with her new husband, leaving the boys with their father. Richard and his brother had traveled around Europe during their school holidays, and Richard had talked fondly of the Scandinavian fjords, the Italian towns, and the Greek islands they’d visited.


What should have been a springboard to a love for international travel, however, seemed to have had the opposite effect on him, as if he’d never truly been to those foreign places. He now seemed willing to stray only so far off the beaten track, and halfheartedly at that, as if he were more comfortable in a limited world. It was becoming all too clear that any initiative to explore on this trip would be up to her.


She gazed at his face again, at his lips that, in their relaxed state, seemed perfectly drawn by an artist’s pen. The first time they’d kissed, she’d been getting over those other lips that had never rushed but only slowly and sensuously teased. The insistence of Richard’s kisses had at first felt too desperate, and she couldn’t help but compare them to those that still haunted her. Yet his ardor had also left her no time to sink into old memories, and it hadn’t taken long for him to spark her wounded flame, spurring her to fall in love again.


She jiggled the bed once more. Richard rolled onto his side, oblivious.


“So much for trying to impress me, mi amor,” she whispered, thinking of those romantic words of Spanish he’d uttered earlier.


She got up from the bed, picked up Richard’s camera, and quietly fled the room. Outside, she headed for the outdoor iron staircase where she’d earlier seen a sign pointing to a rooftop swimming pool.
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On the rooftop deck, there was indeed a small pool sitting derelict and abandoned. The surface of the foggy water rippled lightly in the breeze, and the concrete around one edge was broken at a jagged angle.


She glanced about. There were still no signs of the Alhambra, even from this higher vantage. No ruddy towers or airy terraces, no white pavilions nestled in the groves and vineyards where the Moors were said to have enjoyed the sumptuous fruits of their gardens. Instead of the legendary slopes of lush prickly pear and wild olive that Irving had described, she saw only adjoining old roofs of dull-red tile or flat concrete. The sole signs of life were the rooftop clotheslines of men’s drying white briefs and undershirts flapping to the rattle of air-conditioners.


Then, once her gaze settled, something else caught her eye.


From across several other flat roofs cluttered with household detritus peeked a pink-and-turquoise stucco mansion. A little farther off, an old building gleamed like a painted vase, its tawny walls ornamented with intricate Gothic stonework. A sliver of arabesque tile glinted from a half-open doorway below, revealing a colonnaded courtyard—undeniable evidence of the eight hundred years of Moorish presence.


She closed her eyes and listened. Even the breeze here above the cobbled streets seemed to carry a faint wail, an echo of the long-lost lamentations of the vanquished Moors.


Crossing from one corner of the roof to the other, she stepped around the decaying pool to snap shots of red tile and curling, wrought-iron balconies, swirling baroque plasterwork above doorways, and windows with looping trim like women’s hair tresses. She shot the buildings from different angles, grabbing the late afternoon’s waning light.


Renewed optimism flooded her. Her earlier impatience with Richard had been silly. The reality before her now had its own delicate charm. They were in the right place, lackluster room or not. Richard was right. They weren’t going to spend much time inside. She’d ignore the mediocre furnishings and focus on this amazing city, on the architecture and restaurants and history.


Brimming with discovery, she hurried back down the steps, eager to express her gratitude to Richard for bringing her to this magnificent place. But she found him still asleep, sprawled in bed like an exhausted child, firmly clutching the television remote.


She glanced at her watch. It was too late to sightsee.


She slipped off her shoes and lay on the bed, thinking they could settle for a romantic dinner out. But her earlier enthusiasm on the roof started to dim as the familiar ache began to grow in her again, as on those nights when she awoke terrified from nightmares of being in labor.
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The piercing aroma of fresh coffee tugged her from her dreams. She opened her eyes and eyed the saucers of cheese, ham, bread rolls, and maroon figs. Richard had ordered up breakfast as if he knew just the sort of meal Washington Irving wrote of starting his day with in Granada. Joy smiled, ravenous, her misgivings of yesterday all but evaporating in the pungent stream of coffee he was pouring into a porcelain cup.


They ate sitting in bed, Richard flipping the television channel from CNN to a local English channel that was predicting heavy traffic on the highways due to an international golf tournament in Seville.


“Good thing we drove in yesterday,” he said.


“You bet,” she said with a chuckle, thinking of his intolerance for traffic of any kind. Tournament-induced traffic would have done him in.


Feeling renewed after the meal, she showered and dressed. Then, packing cameras and guidebooks, they set off for the Alhambra.


Map in hand as usual, Richard led them up a narrow street where bars with lunching customers and shops selling all manner of colorful handicrafts, T-shirts, guitars, and ruffled flamenco dresses had obviously replaced a once-verdant hillside. Legend had it that King Ferdinand and his pregnant Isabella had camped in this valley below the Alhambra castle walls while their Catholic army laid siege to the inhabitants of the last Moorish stronghold above.


Arriving at an ancient stone gateway with a large sign for the Alhambra above it, Joy and Richard proceeded up a wide, dirt road flanked on either side by babbling water channels reputed to be remnants of the ingenious Moorish irrigation and drainage system. The hill was somewhat steep, and she took his hand as they climbed. Farther up the hill, the renowned elm groves appeared, and finally, the towering red walls of the fortress itself.


The woman in the entrance booth, however, informed them that the next tour of the palace wasn’t for another two hours. She told them to check out the gardens while they waited and turned to the next person in line.


More delays? Joy thought. But once in the manicured terraces and leafy promenades, she was glad for this interval. The bustle of the town below had abruptly given way to a lyrical quiet, and the clear air of the wooded hills was moist and cool. Water trickled through open earthen pipes from upper springs into lower gardens as fountains sprayed iridescent rainbows in a line down the center of a flowered courtyard. Scarlet and yellow rosebushes bloomed in spirals, while archways of red bougainvillea formed a stately, beckoning colonnade. In the distance above it all glistened the snow-capped cliffs of the Sierra Nevada.


“Amazing,” Joy said, breathing in with deep satisfaction.


“Yeah,” Richard said, removing the cap on his camera lens to take a picture.


Joy gazed around at the colorful splendor. This is what they’d come for, what the Moors had allegedly designed these gardens for—a total submersion in beauty so tranquil that a moment in a perfumed garden could last an eternity. Irving himself had declared in wonder, “Who can do justice to a moonlit night in such a climate and in such a place!”


She felt a swell of relief. How could she not believe that all their struggles as a couple who had lost a child, even before they were allowed to know him, would eventually yield fruitful results?
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They exited the gardens into a large, paved yard where others waiting to see the palace were gathered around a refreshment kiosk. Richard bought two bottles of chilled Alhambra Reserva, and they sat on the stone steps in the shade of the fortress, sipping the lager.


A few minutes later, Richard laid his head on her shoulder and yawned. “God, I’m tired.”


“Rich, it’s the Alhambra,” she said, sensing his usual impatience with waiting for anything.


“Well, let’s try to get in now.”


He stood and stretched and started to wander toward the palace, beckoning for her to follow. The line to get in was long and the guards appeared to be checking passes.


“It’s not time yet,” she said. “They may stop us.”


Even as she hurried to catch up, however, she sensed that Richard had grown uneasy. She guessed at the reason when she spotted the brightly dressed women weaving through the tourists and handing out sprigs of thyme and pink carnations in return for a tip. Gypsies.


Joy had long been fascinated by gypsies, by their ancient roots in India, and especially by those of Granada and their creation of flamenco. Richard, however, had warned her about their reputation as swindlers and asked that she not speak to any who might approach them.


A ruddy-faced young woman in a flowery dress now walked up to Joy and gamely pressed her arm, indicating that she wanted to read her palm. Joy shook her head, looking around for Richard. But when she noticed the small head of black hair poking out of the bundle the young woman was cradling, she changed her mind. What could be the harm? She reached into her purse for some money to help the young mother. If nothing else, maybe the colorful soothsayer could predict a pregnancy in her future.


Before she could hand the young woman the change, however, a shrill curse pierced the air. Another woman in a red scarf was gesturing obscenely at Richard and yelling, “Cabron! (Bastard!)”


Richard returned to Joy, grabbed her elbow, and herded her toward the exit gate. “Let’s get out of here.”


“We’ll lose our place,” she said, the coins for the palm reader still in her hand.


“Those damned women stop at nothing!”


“Honey, just give them a dollar.”


“You think they only want a dollar?” he snapped when they were out of earshot. “She was slipping her hand into my pocket for my wallet, practically squeezing my balls.”


Joy didn’t know whether to laugh or be shocked. They were halfway to the exit before she finally convinced him to turn around and get back in line. Although he was reluctant and on guard, he also seemed to understand that he had overreacted. This time she stuck close to him as they moved along with the throng toward the main palace. The gypsy women were nowhere in sight.


When they passed the guard, he barely glanced at their tickets.


“Nobody’s paying attention,” Richard said. “We could have gone in an hour ago.”


“You’re right,” Joy said, suddenly too enthralled by what was before her to argue.


There was an audible collective gasp as they wandered along with the others, everyone seeming to inhale in a single breath the vivid colors and artistry of each palace room, patio, dome, and fountain. They strolled through the banquet halls and courtyards, the walls intricately ornamented with Arabic calligraphy and flowers in filigree plasterwork painted yellow, cobalt, and sienna. At once opulent and serene, the façade of the chambers’ beige stuccowork seemed to illuminate the lush, floral ceramics. Carving and color meshed perfectly, the flowers seamlessly leading into the calligraphy as if beauty was intended to soothe rather than dazzle.
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