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Paper Flowers

How | cameto be jessed. Well, like most people who arejessed, | was sold. | was twenty-one, and |
was sold three timesin one day, one right after another; first to adeder who looked at my teeth and in
my ears and had me scanned for augmentation; then to a second dedler where | sat in the back office
drinking tea and talking with a gap-toothed boy who was supposed to be sold to arestaurant owner asa
clerk; and finally that afternoon to the restaurant owner. The restaurant owner couldn't really have wanted
the boy anyway, since the position was for hiswife's sde of the house.

Thejessing itsaf happened rather quickly, a thefirst deder's. There was a package with foreign writing
on it, from the north across the seq, so even the letters were strange and unreadable. He made me lean
my head back and open my mouth, and he sprayed the roof of my mouth with an anesthetic. Then he
opened the package and took out the tool to do the jessing. Watching him, | had leaned my head
forward abit and closed my mouth. ? Lean back,? he said. | leaned back again and looked at the
caling. Theroof of my mouth felt thick, asif | had drunk something that scalded it, except of course that
it didn't hurt. | felt the pressure of something pressed against the roof of my mouth and there was a sound
likea phffft .

| was more afraid when held done it than I'd been before. 1t was done. | couldn't back out. The jessing
process was happening somewherein my brain and | was changing. Jessng is supposed to enhance
naturd loydlties, but right then | wasn't feding loya to much of anything-even my mother'svoice was raw
on my nerves. Scared! | was so scared | could fed the sweat under my arms.
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| wasn't redlly sold, of course. It'sjust that the medicine they useto do the jessing ismadeinthe E.C.U.,
not herein Morocco . It's black-market and costs. The dedler hasto get paid alot, and that money goes
againgt the bond that | owe to my owner. Not redlly owe, it'smore money than I'll ever make unless
maybe | save everything, never buy as much asapair of earrings, and work for fifty years. And besides,
when you're jessed, you're not supposed to want to leave. Y ou're supposed to be trustworthy.

Sitting with the gap-toothed boy at the second dedler's, | still didn't fedl loyal. | fdlt irritable and annoyed
and nervous. | had expected never to fed that way again. | had expected my loyalty would be absolute,
liketheloyalty of asoldier, or asaint.

When Mbarek-salah came and hired me, | till didn't feel anything, not even when the deder pronounced
thetrigger words. | didn't know at the time that the actual jessing process takes weeks, sometimes even
months. | never felt like asoldier, though. | learned the sad fact thet | couldn't give my life away, that
anywhere | went, there| was. If agirl asked metomorrow if she should be jessed, | don't know what 1'd
say. It'snot abad life. It's better than being an old maid in the Nekropolis, the part of the old city where |
grew up. I'd haveto ask her: What are you leaving?

| have been with my present owner since | was twenty-one. I'm twenty-six now. | was agood student, |
got good marks in math and literature, so | was bonded to oversee cleaning and supplies. That's better
than if | were apretty girl and had to rely on looks. Then | would be used up in afew years.

| like my owner, like my work. But now 1'd liketo go to him and ask him to sal me,
? Hariba,? held say, taking my hand in hisfatherly way, ? Aren't you happy here??

? Mbarek-sdah,? I'd answer, my eyes demurely on my toes. ? You are like afather and | have been
only too happy with you.? Which istrue even beyond being jessed, praise God. | don't think 1'd mind
being part of Mbarek's household, even if | were unbound. Mostly Mbarek pays no attention to me,
whichishow | prefer things. | like my work and my room.

It would al befineif it weren't for the new one.

| have no problemswith Al. I don't mind the cleaning machine, poor thing, and as head of the women's
household, | work with the household intelligence dl thetime. | may have had asimple, rather
conservative upbringing, but 1've come to be pretty comfortable with Al. The Holy Injunction doesn't
mean that al Al isabomination. But Al should not be biologicaly constructed. Al should not be madein
theimage of humanity.

It'sthe mistresss harni . It'savery expensve, very pretty toy, the kind of thing that the mistresslikes. It
cost more, far more than my bond. For what it costs my widowed mother could stop selling funerd
wreaths and live comfortably in her old age.

It comes over to our Side sometimes-the master saysthat snceit isn't human, it'salowed. Thereisno
impropriety-it's never donewith the mistress. In fact, now, after having it acouple of months, she pretty
much ignoresit, which would be virtuousif shedid it out of any sense of mordity, but thetruthisit'slikea
lot of other things, her little lion dog with the overbite-nagty little thing that Fadina, her body servant, had
to feed and bathe until they got rid of it-the house in the country that they bought and only used twice and
then sold. She got bored withiit.

It thinks of itsdf. It hasaname. It has gender.

It thinksit'smae. And it's head of the men's Sde of the house. It thinks we should work together.



It looks human male and has curly black hair and soft honey-colored skin. It flirts, looking at me
sdeways out of black vulnerable eyes. Smiling a& mewith asmilethat isn't in the dightest bit vulnerable.
? Comeon, Hariba,? it says, ? we work together. We should be friends. We're both young, we can
help each other in our work.?

| don't bother to answer.

It smileswickedly. (Although | know it isn't wicked, it'sjust something grown and programmed. Soulless.
I'm not so conservative that | condemn cloning, but it'snot aclone. It isabiological construct. I've never
seen one before, they're expensive and rare)) ? Hariba,? it says, ? | think you are too pure. A Holy
Sder.?

? Don't sound foolish,? | say.

? Y ou need someoneto teaseyou,? it says, ? you're very solemn. Tell me, isit because you're jessed??

| don't know how much it knows. Doesit understand the process of jessing? ? The Second Koran says
that just as ajessed hawk istamed, not tied, so shall the servant be bound by affection and duty, not
chains, with God'sblessing.?

? Does the Second Koran say it shouldn't make you sad, Hariba??

Can something not human blaspheme?

In the morning Mbarek cals meinto his office. He offers metea, fragrant of mint, which | sip. He pages
through my morning report, nodding, making pleased noises, occasonaly durping histea. Afternoons
and evenings Mbarek's at his restaurant. I've never beeniniit, but | understand it's an exceptional place.

? What will you do this afternoon?? he asks.
It's my afternoon free. ? My childhood friend Ayeshaand | will go shopping, Mbarek-sdah.?

? Ah,? hesays amiling. ? Spend alittleextrasiver,? he says. ? Buy yoursdf earrings or something. I'll
seethecreditisavailable.? He'sagood man. He never holds that money against my bond. A generous
man isawedthy man, asit saysin the Second Koran.

I murmur my thanks. He makes ashow of paging through the report, and the sheets of paper whisper
againg each other.

? And what do you think of Akhmim, the harni ? Ishe working out??
? | don't oend much time with it, Mbarek-salah. Itswork iswith the men's household.?

? You're an old-fashioned girl, Hariba, that's good.? Mbarek-salah holdsthe report alittle farther away,
griking avery dignified posein hisreading. ? Harni have socid training, but no practice. The merchant
recommended to methat | send it out to talk and meet with people as much as possible. | would like you
to hep mewith this, daughter.?

| wriggle my toes. He has stopped referring to it asif it were a person, which is good, but now he's going
to try to send it with me. ? | must meet my friend Ayeshaat her home in the Nekropolis, Mbarek-salah.
My mother lives across the street. Perhapsit's not agood placeto take a harni .? The Nekropolisisa



conservetive place. A lot of the people who live there are poor people who have left farms and small
townsto cometo the city.

Mbarek-sdah waves hishand airily. ? Everything isin order, Hariba,? he says, referring to the reportsin
front of him. ? My wife has asked that you use alittle more scent with the linens.?

Hiswifethinks| am too cheap. Mbarek-sdlah likesto think that he runsafruga household. He does not;
money hemorrhages from this house, silver pours from the wals and runs down the street into the
pockets of everyonein thiscity.

| hope Mbarek will forget about the harni, but he doesn't. There's no respite. | must take it with me.

It'swaiting for me after lunch. I'm wearing lavender and pae yellow, with long yellow ribbonstied around
my wrigts, and | cover my hair with alavender vell.

? Jessed, Hariba,? it says. ? Y ouwouldn't have me dong if you weren't.?

Of course I'm jessed. | ways wear ribbonswhen | go out. ? The Second Koran saysribbonsarea
symbol of devotion to the Most Holy, aswell as an earthly master.?

It runsitslong fingersthrough its curly hair, shakesits head, and its golden earring dances. Artifice, the
pretense of humanity, dthough | guesseven a harni 'shair getsinitseyes. ? Why would you choose to
bejessed?? it asks.

? Youwouldn't understand,? | say. ? Comeaong.?

It never takes offense, never worries about offending. ? Can you tell the difference between the
compulsion and your own fedings?? it asks. Jessng changesthe unruly brain, makes usfed the loyalty
that we should. If I've chosen to have mysdlf changed to fed loyalty, then it isn't redlly compulsion. And it
makes service easer, if it's something my brain wants meto do.

? Jessing only heightens my natural tendencies, and makes a servant as trustworthy askin, praise God,?
| say.

? Thenwhy areyou sad?? it asks.
?lamnotsad ? | snap.

? I'msorry,? it saysimmediately. Blessedly, it's Slent while we go down to thetrain. | point which
direction we're going and it nods and follows. | get a seat on thetrain and it stlandsin front of me. It
glancesdown at me. Smiles. | fancy it looksasif it fedls pity for me. (Artifice. Does the cleaning machine
fed sorry for anyone? Even itself? Does the household intelligence? The body chemistry of a harni may
be based on humanity, but it's carefully calculated.)

It wears awhite shirt and its skin is smooth. | look at the floor.

Thetrain letsus off at the edge of the Nekropolis, and we climb the steps from the underground platform,
past the unfortunate poor who live in the tunnels. | toss a coin onto awoman's skirt. We come up on the
big plaza outside the Moussin of the White Falcon. Mournersin white stand outsde the Moussin and |
can faintly smell the incense on the hot air. The sunisblinding after the cool dark train and the white
Moussin and the mourners robes are painful to look at. They're talking and laughing. Often, mourners
haven't seen each other for yearsif afamily is spread al across the country. The Moussin of the White
Faconisespecidly large, and services go on dl thetime. It's because it's on the edge of the Nekropalis.
The Nekropoliswas a cemetery long before it was a placeto live, and the first people who lived there



were beggars, hiding in the tombs.

| look quickly, but I don't see my mother. If my mother sees mewith the harni, shell be upset. Sheisa
poor woman, and she doesn't like Al, and it would worry her that | had to live in ahousehold with
something likethe harni . I hurry through the cemetery gate into the Nekropolis. I hope she's not home,
since Ayeshalives acrossthe Street.

The harni looks around, as curious as a child or ajackdaw.

| grew up insde the Nekropolis. We didn't have running water. It was delivered every day in abig
lorritank and people would go out and buy it by the liter, and we lived in three adjoining mausoleums
instead of aflat, but other than that, it was a pretty normal childhood. | have asister and two brothers.
My mother salls paper funeral decorations. The Nekropolisisavery good placefor her tolive. No long
train rides every day from the countryside. The part we lived in was old. Next to my bed were the dates
for the person buried behind thewall, 2073 to 2144. All of the family was dead years ago. No one ever
cameto this death houseto lay paper flowers and birds.

Our house dways smelled of cinnamon and the perfume my mother used on her paper flowers and birds.
In the middle death house there were funeral arrangements everywhere and when we ate we would clear
agpace on the floor and sit, surrounded. When | wasalittlegirl, | learned the different uses of papers.
how my mother used tranducent tissue for carnations, stiff satiny brittle paper for roses, and strong paper
with agrain likelinen for arrogant falcons. As children we al smdled of perfume, and when | stayed the
night with my friend Ayesha, shewould wrap her arms around my waist and whisper in my neck, ? You
smell good.?

I'm not waiting for the harni . It hasto follow, it has no credit for thetrain ride. If it isn't paying attention
and getslogt, it can wak home.

When | glance back ablock and ahdf later, it'sfollowing me, itslong curly hair wild about its shoulders,
itsface turned artlesdy toward the sun. Doesit enjoy the fedling of sunlight on skin? Probably, that'sa
basic biologicd pleasure. It must enjoy thingslike egting.

Ayeshacomes out, running on light feet. ? Haribal ? she cdls. She il lives across from my mother, but
now she has ahusband and a pretty four-year-old daughter, a chubby child with clear skin the color of
amber and black hair. Tariam, thellittle girl, stands clinging to the doorway, her thumb in her mouth.
Ayeshagrabs my wrists and her braceletsjingle. ? Come out of the heat! ? She glances past me and
says, ? Who'sthis??

The harni standsthere, one hand on hiship, smiling.

Ayeshadrops my wristsand pullsalittle at her rose-colored veil. She's startled, thinking of course that
I've brought a handsome young man with me. Only arich man can keep separate households for himself
and hiswife, but Ayeshaisamodest person who wouldn't go around unescorted with ayoung man who
wasn't her husband.

? It'saharni, ? | say and laugh, shrill and nervous. ? Mbarek-salah asked meto bring him.?
? A harni ?? she asks, her voice doubtful.

| wave my hand. ? Y ou know the mistress, lways wanting toys. He'sin charge of the men's household.
? ?He? I say. I meant ?it.? ? It'sincharge.? But | don't correct mysdf, not wanting to cdl attention
tomy error.



? I'm Akhmim,? it sayssmoothly. ? You'reafriend of Haribas??

| look acrossthe street, but the door to my mother's house is shut. She must not be home. Praise God.
My little brother Nabil is never homein the day.

Herel am, standing on the street in front of my mother's house, and the harni is pretending to be aman.
It has no respect for my reputation.

? Ayesha,? | say, ? let'sgo.?

Shelooks at the harni amoment more, then goes back to her little girl, picks her up, and carries her
ingde. Normally I'd go insdewith her, sit, and talk with her mother, Ena. I'd hold Tariam on my lap and
wish | had alittle girl with perfect tiny fingernails and such aclean, sweet milk smdl. 1t'd be cool and dark
insde and we'd eat pistachios and drink tea. Then I'd go across the street to see my mother and youngest
brother, Nabil, who's the only one who lives at home now.

The harni standsin the street, away from me, looking at the ground. It seems uncomfortable. It doesn't
look at me; at least it has the decency to make it appear we aren't together.

Ayesha comes out, bracelets ringing. While we shop in the souk, she doesn't refer to the harni, but asit
follows us, she glances back alot. | glance back and it flashes awhite smile. It seems perfectly content to
trail dong, looking a the souk stallswith their red canopies like married women'svails.

? Maybewe should let himwalk with us,? Ayeshasaysasshe stopsat ajewery sall. ? It seemsrude
toignorehim.?

| laugh, full of nervousness. ? It's not human.?

? Doesit havefedings?? Ayeshaasks.

| shrug. ? After afashion. It'sAl.?

? It doesn't look likeamachine,? she says.

? It'snot amachine,? | say, irritated with her.

? How canit be Al if itisn't amachine?? she presses.

? Becauseit's manufactured. A technician's creation. An artificial combination of genes, grown
somewhere.?

? Human genes??

? Probably,? | say. ? Maybe some anima genes. Maybe some that they made up themselves, how
would | know?? It'sruining my afternoon. ? | wish it would offer to go home.?

? Maybe he can't,? Ayeshasays. ? If Mbarek-salah told him to come, he'd have to, wouldn't he??
| don't redlly know anything about harni .

? It doesn't seemfair,? Ayeshasays. ? Harni, ? shecdls, ? comehere.?

Hetiltshishead, dl dert. ? Yes, mistress??

? Are harni prescripted for taste?? sheinquires.



? What do you mean, the taste of food?? he asks. ? | can tastejust like you do, athough? -he smiles-?
| persondly am not overly fond of cherries.?

? No, no,? Ayeshasays. ? Calors, clothing. Are you capable of hel ping make choices? About earrings,
for example??

He comesto look at the jewelry, and selectsa pair of gold and rose enamel teardrops and holds them up
for her. ? | think my tasteis no better than the average person's,? he says, ? but | likethese.?

Shefrowns, looks at him through her lashes. Shel's got methinking of it as ? m.? And shesflirting with
him! Ayeshal A married woman!

? What do you think, Hariba?? she asks. She takes the earrings, holds one beside her face. ? They're
pretty.?

? | think they're gaudy.?
She'shurt. Honestly, they suit her.
Shefrownsat me. ? I'll takethem,? she says. The stallman namesaprice,

? No, no, no,? saysthe harni, ? you shouldn't buy them. Thisman'sathief.? He reachesto touch her,
asif hed pull her away, and | hold my breeth in shock-if the thing should touch her!

But the gtalman interrupts with alower price. The harni bargains. He's agood bargainer, but he should
be, he has no compassion, no concern for the stallkeeper. Charity isahuman virtue. The Second Koran
says, ? A human in need becomes every man's child.?

Interminable, thisbargaining, but findly the earrings are Ayeshas. ? We should stop and have sometea,
? shesays.

? | have aheadache,? | say. ? | think | should go home.?
? If Haribasill, we should go,? the harni says.

Ayeshalooks at me, looks away, guilty. She should fed guilt.

| come down the hall to access the household Al and the harni 'sthere. Apparently busy, but waiting for
me. ? I'll befinished inaminute and out of your way,? it says. Beautiful fingers, wrist bones, beautiful
face, and dark curling hair showing just whereits shirt closes; it's elegantly constructed. Lean and
long-legged, like a hound. When the technician congtructed it, did he know how it would ook when it
was grown? Are they designed with aestheticsin mind?

It takes the report and steps aside, but doesn't go on with itswork. | ignoreit, doing my work asif it
weren't there, standing soit's behind me.

? Why don't you likeme?? it findly asks.

| consder my answers. | could say it'sathing, not something to like or didike, but that isn't true. | like my
bed, my things. ? Because of your arrogance,? | say to the system.

A dartled hiss of indrawn breath. ? My? arrogance?? it asks.



? Your presumption.? It's hard to keep my voice steady. Every time I'm around the harni, | find mysdf
hating theway | speak.

? 1?1 am sorry, Hariba,? it whispers. ? | havelittle experience. | didn't redize I'd insulted you.?

It sounds sad. I'm tempted to turn around and look at it, but | don't. It doesn't redlly fedl pain, | remind
mysdf. It'sathing, it hasno morefedingsthan afish. Less,

? Please, tdl mewhat I've done??

? Your behavior. Thisconversation, here,? | say. ? Y ou're dways trying to make people think you're
humen.?

Silence. Isit considering? Or would it be more accurate to say processing?
? Y ou blamemefor beingwhat | am,? the harni says. It Sghs. ? | can't help being what | am.?

| wait for it to say more, but it doesn't. | turn around, but it's gone.

After that, every timeit sees me, it makes some excuseto avoid meif it can. | don't know if I'm grateful
or not. I'm very uncomfortable.

My tasks aren't complicated. | seeto the cleaning machine and set it loose in the women's household
when it won't inconvenience the mistress. I'm jessed to Mbarek, athough | serve the mistress. I'm glad
I'm not jessed to her; Fadinais and she hasto put up with agreat ded. I'm careful never to blamethe
mistressin front of Fadina. She knows that the mistressis unreasonable, but of course, emotiondly sheis
bound to affection and duty.

On Friday morningsthe mistressis usualy in her rooms, preparing for her Sunday bismek . On Friday
afternoons she goes out to play the Tileswith her friends and gossip about husbands and the wiveswho
aren't there. | clean on Friday afternoons. | call the cleaning machine and it follows me down the hallway
like adog, snhuffling along the baseboards for dust.

| open the door and smell attar of roses. The room is different from the way it usualy looks. Today
theré'sawhite marble floor veined with gold and amethy<t, covered with purplerugs. There are braziers,
low couches, and huge open windows looking out on a pillared walkway, like some shelk's palace, and
beyond that vistas go down to alavender sea. It's the mistress's current bismek setting. A young manis
reading aletter on the walkway, agirl stlands behind him, her face istear-stained.

Interactive fantasies. The characters are generated from lists of traits, they're projections controlled by
whoever isgame-migtress of the bismek and fleshed out by the household Al. Everyone else comes over
and becomes charactersin the setting. There are poisonings and love affairs. The mistresss setting isin
ancient times and seemsto be quite popular. Some of her friends have two or three identitiesin the

game.

Before this game, the bismek settingsall came from her foreign soap operas-women who were as bold
as men, and improbable clothing and kissing and immora technology. The charactersall had
augmentation, which isforbidden, of course. There was technology everywhere, and peopletalking to
each other through Al interfaces. It wasfascinating, but | hated it. | hated living with the temptation, |
hated the shalowness of it all. No one in those stories ever had to make areal decision about their lives,
and they all had jobs creating Smulations and beautiful clothes or were personditiesin some sort of
interface.



She usudly turnsit off when she goes out. The little cleaning machine stopsin the doorway. It can reed
the difference between redity and the projection, but she has ordered it never to enter the projection
because she saysthe sight of the thing snuffling through walls damages her sense of the dternate redlity. |
reach behind the screen and turn the projection off so | can clean. The scene disappears and all that's | eft
isthe mistresss rooms and their bare white walls-something no one ever sees except me. ? Go ahead,?

| tell the machine and start for the mistresss room to pick up thingsfor the laundry.

Tomy horror, the mistress steps out of her bedroom. Her hair isloose and long and disheveled and she
isdressed in aday robe, obvioudy not intending to go out. She seesmein the hal and her face darkens,
her beautiful, heavy eyebrows folding toward her nose, and | ingtinctively start to back up. ? Oh,
mistress,? | say, ? I'm sorry, | didn't know you werein, I'm sorry, let me get the cleaning machine and
leave, I'll just be out of herein amoment, | thought you had gone out to play the Tiles, | should have
checked with Fadina, it ismy fault, misiress-?

? Did you turn them off?? she demands. ? Y ou stupid girl. Did you turn Zarin and Nisea off? ?
| nod mutely.

? O Holy One,? shesays. ? Ugly, incompetent girl! Areyou completely lacking in sense? Did you think
they would be there and | wouldn't be here? It's difficult enough to prepare without interferencel ?

? I'll turnit back on,? | say.

? Don't touch anything! ? she ghrieks. ? FADINA!? Fadinaisadwaysexplaining to me how difficultitis
for the mistress to think up new scenariosfor her friends participation.

| keep backing up, hissing at the cleaning machine, while the mistress follows me down the hall,
dhieking, ? FADINA!? and because I'm watching the mistress, | back into Fadina coming in the door.

? Didn't you tell Haribathat I'd bein this afternoon?? the mistress says.
? Of course,? Fadinasays.
I'maghast. ? Youdidnot!? | say.

?1 did, too,? Fadinasays. ? You wereat the access. | distinctly told you and you said you would clean
later.?

| start to defend mysdlf and the mistress daps mein the face. ? Enough of you, girl,? she says. And then
the mistress makes me stand there and berates me, reaching out now and then to grab my hair and yank
it painfully because of course she believes Fadinawhen the girl is clearly lying to avoid punishment. |
cannot believe that Fadina has done thisto me; sheisin terror of offending the mistress, but she has
aways been agood girl, and I'm innocent. My cheek stings, and my head aches from having my hair
yanked, but, worse, I'm angry and very, very humiliated.

Findly we aredlowed to leave. | know | should give Fadinaa piece of my mind, but | just want to
escape. Out in the hall, Fadina grabbs me so hard that her nails bite into the soft part under my arm. ? |
told you she wasin an absol ute frenzy about Saturday,? shewhispers. ? | can't believe you did that!
And now shell bein aterrible mood dl evening and I'm the one who will suffer for it! ?

? Fading? | protest.

? Don't you 'Fadind me, Hariba! If | don't get adap out of this, it will be the intervention of the Holy
Onel?



| have aready gotten adap, and it wasn't even my fault. | pull my arm away from Fadinaand try to walk
down the hdl without losing my dignity, the deaning machine snuffling behind. My faceishot and I'm
about to cry. Everything blursin tears. | duck into the linens and sit down on the hamper. | want to leave
thisplace, | don't want to work for that old woman. | reaize that my only friend in theworld is Ayesha
and now we arefar gpart and | fed hurt and lonely and | just sob.

The door to the linens opens and | turn my back, thinking, Go away, whoever you are.
? Oh, excuseme,? the harni says.

At least it will go away. But the thought that the only thing around isthe harni makesmefed even
londlier. | cannot stop mysdlf from sobbing.

? Hariba,? it sayshesitantly, ? areyou dl right??

| can't answer. | want it to go away, and | don't.

After amoment, it saysfrom right behind me, ? Hariba, areyou ill??
| shake my head.

| canfed it standing there, perplexed, but | don't know what to do and | can't stop crying and | fedl
foolish. | want my mother. Not that she would do anything other than remind me that the world isnot fair.
My mother believesinfacing redlity. ? Be strong,? she aways says. And that makes me cry harder.

After aminute, | hear the harni leave and, awash in self-pity, | even cry over that. My fedlings of
foolishness are beginning to outweigh my fedlings of unhappiness, but perversaly enough | redizethat I'm
enjoying my cry. That it has been insde me, building stronger and stronger, and | didn't even know it.

Then someone comesin again and | straighten my back again and pretend to be checking towels. The
only personit could beis Fadina

But it'sthe harni, with abox of tissues. He crouches beside me, hisface full of concern. ? Here,? he
says.

Embarrassed, | take one. If you didn't know, you would think hewas aregular human. He even smells of
clean man-scent. Like my brothers. | don't redlly haveto didike him . He didn't pick what heis.

| blow my nose, wondering if harni ever cry. ? Thank you,? | say. | can't not say, ? Thank you.?
? | wasafraid you wereill,? he says.

| shakemy head. ? No, I'm just angry.?

? You cry when you are angry?? he asks.

? Themistressis upset a me and it's Fadinas fault, but | had to take the blame.? That makes me start to
cry again, but the harni is patient and he just crouches next to me in among the linens, holding the box of
tissues. By thetime collect mysdlf, thereisalittle crumpled pile of tissues and some have tumbled to the
floor. | take two tissues and start folding them into aflower, like my mother makes.

? Why are you nice to me when I'm mean to you?? | ask.

He shrugs. ? Because you don't want to be meanto me,? he says. ? It makesyou suffer. I'm sorry that |
make you uncomfortable.?



? But you can't help being what you are,? | say. My eyes are probably red. Harni never cry, I'm
certain. They aretoo perfect. | keep my eyes on the flower.

? Neither canyou,? he says. ? When Mbarek-salah made you take me with you on your day off, you
weren't even freeto be angry with him. | knew that was why you were angry with me.? Hehaseyeslike
my brother Fhassin (who had long eyelasheslikeagirl, just likethe harni ).

Thinking about Mbarek-salah makes my head ache alittle and | think of something ese. | remember and
cover my mouthin horror. ? Oh no.?

? What isit?? heasks.

? 1 think? | think Fadina did tell me that the mistresswould bein, but | was? wasthinking of something
eseand | didn't pay attention.? | was standing at the access, wondering if the harni was around, since
that waswhere | was mogt likely to run into him.

? Itisnaurd enough,? he says, unnaturd thing that heis. ? If Fadinaweren't jessed, she would probably
be more understanding.?

He's prescripted to be kind, | remind mysalf. | should not ascribe human motivesto an Al. But I've been
mean to him and heisthe only onein the whole household sitting here among the linenswith a box of
tissues. | fluff out thefolds of the flower and put it among the linens. A whitetissue flower, afunerd
flower.

? Thank you? Akhmim.? Itishard to say hisname.

Hesamiles. ? Don't be sad, Hariba.?

I'm careful and avoid the eye of the mistressas much as | can. Fadinaiscivil to me, but not friendly. She
says hello to me, politely, and goes on with whatever sheisdoing.

ItisAkhmim, the harni, who stops me one evening and says, ? The mistresswants usfor bismek
tomorrow.? It'snot thefirst time I've been asked to stand in, but usudly it's Fadinawho lets me know
and tells mewhat I'm supposed to do.

Anymorel try to bekind to Akhmim. He's easy to tak to, and, like me, he's aonein the household.
? What are we supposed to be?? | ask.

The harni flickshislong fingersdismissvely, ? Servants, of course. What'sit like?? He hasn't been here
that long, so thisisthefirst time he's been asked to participate.

? Bismek?? | shrug. ? Playacting.?
? Like children'sgames?? he asks, looking doubtful.

? Wdll, yesand no. The mistress's bismek been going on a couple of years now and there are hundreds
of characters,? | say. ? Theladiesdl haveroles, and you have to remember to call them by their
character names and not their real names, and you haveto pretend it'sal real. All sorts of things happen;
people get in trouble, and they al figure out e aborate plots to get out of trouble and people get strange
illnesses and everybody professestheir undying affection. The mistress threw her best friend in prison for
awhile. Fadina said that was very popular.?



Helooks a me for amoment, blinking hislong eyeashes. ? Y ou're making fun of me, Hariba,? he says,
doubtful.

?No,? | sy, laughing, ? it'strue.? Itis, too. ? Akhmim, no oneisever redly hurt or uncomfortable.?
| think he can't decide whether to believe me or not.

Saturday afternoon I'm dressed in a pagan-looking robe that leaves one shoulder bare. And makes me
look ridiculous, I might add. I'm probably a server. Projections are prettier than real people, but they
can't very well hand out redl food.

| arrive eaxly at the mistress's quarters. The scent of some heavy, amogt bitter incense is overwhelming.
The cook islaying out real food, using our own service, but the tableistoo tal to St a on the floor-more
like a European table-and there are candles and brass bowls of datesto makeit ook antique. Without
the projection the el aborate table |ooks odd, since the room is empty of furniture. Akhmimis helping,
bringing in lounging chairs so the guests can recline at the table. He's dressed in awhite robe that comes
to hisknees and brown sandas that have eaborate crisscrossties, and, like me, his shoulder is bare.
Unlike me, the harni looks graceful. He glances up at me and smiles and I'm embarrassed to be seen by
aman with my shoulder and neck bare. Remember, | think, Akhmim iswhat heis, he'snot redly aman
or hewouldn't be here.

? Hariba,? Akhmim says, ? Fadina saysthat the mistressisin aterrible mood.?
? She'sawaysin aterrible mood when she's nervous,? | say.

? I'm nervous.?

? Akhmim,? | say, laughing, ? don't worry!?

? | don't understand any of thisplaying pretend,? hewails softly.

| take his hand and squeeze it. If he were aman, | wouldn't touch him. I've never touched him before. His
hand iswarm and human. ? Y ou'll do fine. We don't have to do much anyway, just serve dinner. You
can manage that, probably better than | can.?

He bites hislower lip, and I'm suddenly reminded of my brother Fhassin-I could dmost cry. But | just
sgueeze his hand again. I'm nervous, too, but not about serving dinner. | have avoided the mistress since
the incident with the cleaning machine.

Fadina comesin and turns on the projection, and suddenly the white marble room glows around us, full
of servants and musicianstuning up. | fed better, ableto hidein the crowd. Akhmim glancesaround. ? It
is exditing,? he saysthoughtfully.

There arefive guests. Fadina greets them at the door and takes them back to the wardrobe to change.
Five middle-aged women, dl cometo pretend. | tell Akhmim their character names asthey comein so he
knows what to call them.

The musicians art playing; projected characters, women and men, recline on projected couches. | know
some of their names. Of course, they have projected servers and projected food. | wish | knew what the
scenario was. Usudly Fadinatells me ahead of time, but she doesn't talk much to me these days. Pretty
soon the mistress comesin and theredl guests all find the red couches where they can talk to each other.
Firg isbread and cheese, dready on the table, and Akhmim has to pour wine-not real wine, of
course-but | can just stand there, next to a projected servant, thank God. Even this close, she seemsredl,
exotic with her pale hair. | ask her what her nameisand she whispers, ? Miri.? Fadinais standing next



to the mistress's couch, she glares at me. I'm not supposed to make the household Al do extrawork.

Thefirst part of the med isboring. The mistresss friends get up once in awhile to whisper to each other
or aprojection, and projections do the same thing. There's some sort of intrigue going on, people look
very tense and excited. Akhmim and | glance at each other and he smiles. While I'm serving, | whisper to
him, ? Not so bad, isit??

Thetwo lovers| turned off are at thisdinner; | guessthey areimportant charactersright now. Thegirl is
apparently supposed to be the daughter of one of the mistresss friends.

Almost two hoursinto the dinner-after a course of clear soup, then aluncheon of lamb in pastry with
pistachios that smells so good my stomach rumbles, and finaly an orange sorbet-the girl saysloudly to
her lover, ? | can't stand thisanymore! Y ou haveto choose! ? All the projections|ook over-of course
the bismek ladies have been watching the two loversal through the medl.

? What are you taking about?? the boy says, athough he looks guilty-it's obvious he knows.
? Don't you pretend! ? thegirl says.
? Nisea,? hesays, ? you are making ascene.?

? No, I'mnot,? she says, and stands up. ? I'mgoing home.? But she sways, beautiful in her long gown,
and then her eyesroall back in her head and she falsto the marble floor, thrashing, her hedls besting
againg it. The projected charactersrush to the girl. The one of the mistresss friends who isthe ? mother
? of the girl behaveswith theatrica dignity in the circle of red women-since she cantt redlly touch the girl.
Themalelover ishyserical, kneding and sobbing. It makes me uncomfortable, both the seizures and the
reactions. | look for Akhmim. Heis standing againgt the wall, holding a pitcher of wine, observing. He
looks ddighted. The girl'slover reaches the table and picks up her wineglass while everybody else
watches him. Only an idiot would fail to redlize that it's supposed to be important. The ? mother? shrieks
suddenly, ? Stop him! It'spoison! ? and there is more agitated activity but they aretoo late. The lover
drinks down the wine. The ? mother? is? held back? by her friends.

I'm embarrassed by the way these women play with fedings. | look over at Akhmim, but heisjust
watching. | wonder, what does he think?

Therésacadl for aphyscian, projections rush around. Thereisalong, drawn-out death scenefor the girl,
followed by an equally long desth for the lover. The women are openly sobbing, even Fadina. | clasp my
hands together, squeeze them, look at the floor. | glance up and everyoneis clustered around the lovers
bodies, both unnaturdly beautiful in death. Findly everything is played out and the projected characters
shut off. They st around the ? diningroom? and discuss the scenario and how masterful it was. The
mistress looks drained but pleased. One by one the women pad back to the wardrobe and change, then
let themsalves out until only the mistressand the ? mother? are |l eft.

? It waswonderful,? she kegpstelling the mistress.
? Asgood aswhen Hekmet wasill?? the misiress asks.

? Ohyes. It waswonderful! ? Findly they go back to change, Fadinafollowing to help, and Akhmim and
| can clear the dishes off thetable.

? Sowhat did you think?? | ask. ? Wasit what you expected??

Akhmimghrugs. ? | didn't know what to expect.?



| stack plates and dump them on attray. Akhmim booststhetray, balancing it at his shoulder like a
waiter. He'sredly much stronger than helooks. ? You don't likeit,? hesaysfindly.

| shake my head.
? Why not? Because it's not real ??

? All thisviolence,? | say. Nobody would want to live thisway. Nobody would want these thingsto
happen to them.? I'm collecting wineglasses, colored transparent blue and rose like soap bubbles.

He stands looking at me, observing me the way he did the women, | think. What do we look like to
harni ?He's beautiful, the tray balanced effortlesdy, the muscles of his bare arm and shoulder visble. He
looks enough like an infidel in hiswhite robe, with his perfect, timelessface. Even hislong curly hair
seemsright.

| try to explain. ? They entertain themsdveswith suffering.?
? They'reonly projections,? he says.

? But they seem real. Thewhole point isto forget they're projections, isn't it?? The glassesring againgt
each other as| collect them.

Softly he says, ? They are bored women. What else do they havein their lives??

| want him to understand how I'm different. ? Y ou can't tell me it doesn't affect the way they see people.
Look at the way the mistress treats Fadinal ? Akhmim triesto interrupt me, but | want to finish what I'm
saying. ? She wants excitement, even if it means watching deeth. Watching aseizure, that's not
entertaining, not unless there's something wrong. It's decadent, what they do, it's? it'ssnful! Degth isn't
entertainment. ?

? Haribal ? he says.

Then the mistress grabs my hair and yanks me around and al the glassesin my armsfal to the floor and
ghatter.

Sweet childhood. Adulthood is sdlty. Not that it's not rewarding, mind you, just different. The rewards of
childhood are joy and pleasure, but the reward of adulthood is strength.

I'm punished, but it is light punishment, praise God. The mistress beats me. She doesn't redly hurt me
much. It'snoisy and frightening, and | cut my knee where| kned in broken glass, but it's nothing serious.
I'm locked in my room and only alowed punishment food: bread, mint tea, and alittle soup. But | can
have dl the paper | want, and | fill my roomswith flowers. White paper roses, ice-paeiriseswith petas
curling down to reved their centers, snowy cdlalilieslike trumpets, and poppies and tulips of luscious
paper with nap like velvet. My walls are white and the world iswhite, filled with white flowers.

? How about daises?? Akhmim asks. He comesto bring me my food and my paper.
? Tooinnocent,? | say. ? Daisesareonly for children.?

Fadinarecommended to the mistress that Akhmim be my jailer. Shethinksthat | hate to have him near
me, but | couldn't have asked for better company than the harni . HE'S never impatient, never comesto
me asking for attention for his own problems. He wantsto learn how to make flowers. | try to teach him,



but he can't learn to do anything but awkwardly copy my model. ? Y ou make them out of your own
head,? he says. Hisclever fingers sumble and crease the paper or turnit.

? My mother makes birds, too,? | say.
? Can you make birds?? he asks.
| don't want to make birds, just flowers.

| think about the Nekropolis. Akhmim isdoing his duties and mine, too. He's busy during the day and
mostly I'm adone. When I'm not making flowers, | sit and look out my window, watching the street, or |
deep. Itisprobably because I'm not getting much to eat, but | can deep for hours. A week passes, then
two. Sometimes | fed asif I've got to get out of thisroom, but then | ask mysalf where I'd want to go
and | realize that it doesn't make any difference. Thisroom, the outside, they're dl the same place, except
that thisroom is safe.

If thereés anyplace | want to go, it isthe Nekropolis. Not thered one, the onein my mind, but it'sgone. |
was the eldest, then my sister, Rashida, then my brother Fhassin, and then the baby boy, Nabil. In
families of four, undernegth the fighting, there's aways pairing, two and two. Fhassin and | wereapair.
My brother. | think alot about Fhassin and about the Nekropalis, locked in my room.

| deep, eat my little breskfast that Akhmim brings me, deep again. Then | Sit at the window or make
flowers, deep again. The only bad timeislate afternoon to early evening, when I've dept so much that |
can't degp anymore and my stomach isgrowling. I'm fretful and teary. When Akhmim comesin the
evening with dinner, he bruises my senses until | get accustomed to his being there. His voice has many
shades, his skin is much more supple, much more oiled, and textured than paper. He overwhems me.

Sometimes he stswith hisarm around my shouldersand | lean againgt him. | pretend intimacy doesn't
meatter because heisonly a harni, but I know that I'm lying to mysdlf. How could | ever have thought him
safe because he was made rather than born? | understood from thefirst that he wasn't to be trusted, but
actualy it was me who couldn't be trusted.

He's curious about my childhood. To keep him closeto me, | tell him everything | can remember about
growing up, al the children's games, teach him the songs we skipped rope to, the rhymes we used to
pick who wasit, everybody with their fistsin the center, tapping afist on every stress as we chanted:

ONCE my S Ster HAD a HOUSE,
THEN she LEFT it TO a MOUSE,
SING a SONG,

TELL a LIE,

KISSmy S Ster,

SAY good-BYE.

? What doesit mean?? he asks, laughing.

? It doesn't mean anything,? | explain, ? it'saway of picking who'sit. Who's the fox, or who holds the
broom while everybody hides.? | tell him about fox and hounds, about how my brother Fhassin wasa
daredevil and onetimeto get away he climbed to the roof of Ayesha's grandmother's house and ran
aong the roofs and how our mother punished him. And of how we got in afight and | pushed him and he



fell and broke his collarbone.
? What does Ayeshado?? he asks.

? Ayeshaismarried,? | say. ? Her husband works. He directs lorritanks, like the one that delivers
water.?

? Did you ever have aboyfriend?? heasks.

? 1 did, hisnamewasAziz.?

? Why didn't you marry?? he asks. He's so innocent.
? Itdidn't work,? | say.

? Isthat why you became jessed??

?No,? | say.

He's patient, he waits.

?No,? | say again. ? It was because of Nouzha.?
Then | haveto explain.

Nouzha moved into the death house across the street, where Ayesha's grandfather had lived until he died.
Ayeshd's grandfather had been a soldier when he was young and to be brave for the Holy he had a
Serinitin implant, before they knew they damaged peopl€e's brains. When he was old, he didn't remember
who he was anymore. When he died, Nouzha and her husband moved in. Nouzha had white hair and
had had her ears pointed and she wanted a baby. | was only twenty, and trying to decide whether |
should marry Aziz. He had not asked me, but | thought he might, and | wasn't surewhat | should answer.
Nouzhawas younger than me, nineteen, but she wanted a baby and that seemed terribly adult. And she
had come from outside the Nekropolis, and had pointed ears, and everybody thought shewasjust alittle
too good for herself and maybe alittle shameless.

We talked about Aziz and she told methat after marriage everything was not milk and honey. She was
very vague on just what she meant by that, but | should know that it was not like it seemed now, when |
wasinlovewith Aziz. | should give mysdf over to him, but | should hold some part of myself private, for
mysdf, and not let marriage swalow me.

Now | redize that she was ayoung bride trying to learn the difference between romance and life, and the
conversations seem obvious and adolescent, but then it seemed adult to talk about marriage thisway. It
was like something sacred, and | was being initiated into mysteries. | dyed my hair white.

My sigter, Rashida, hated her. Nabil made eyes at her dl the time, but he was only thirteen. Fhassin was
seventeen and he laughed at Nabil. Fhassin laughed at dl sorts of things. He looked at the world from
under hislong eyelashes, girlish in his hard sharp-chinned face with hismonkey grin. That wasthe year
Fhassin, who had aways been shorter than everybody, grew tall. He was visited by giggling girls, but he
never took any of them serioudly.

But Nouzha and Aziz and everything on our street redlly was outside, not insde the family where
everything mattered. In the evenings we sat on the floor in the middle of our three death houses and made
paper flowers. Welived in ahouse filled with perfume. | was twenty, Rashida was nineteen. Nobody had
left my mother's house, and we never thought that was strange. But it was, the way we were held there.



So when did Fhassin stop seeing her as silly and begin to see Nouzha as a person? | didn't suspect it.
Thegiggling girls till came by the house, and Fhassin il grinned and didn't redly pay much attention. He
and Nouzhawere careful, meeting in the afternoon when her husband was building houses outsde the
Nekropolisin the city and the rest of uswere deeping.

| think Fhassin did it because he was dways adaredevil, like walking on the roofs of the death houses, or
the time when he was ten that he took money out of our mother's money pot so he could sneak out and
ridethetrain. Hewaslogt in the city for hours, finaly sneaking back onto the train and risking getting
caught as afree-farer.

No, that isn't true, The truth must be that hefell in love with her. | was never redly inlovewith Aziz;
maybe |'ve never been in love with anyone. How could | understand? | couldn't stand the thought of
leaving the family to marry Aziz. How could Fhassin turn his back on the family for Nouzha? But some
achemy must have transformed him, made him see her as something other than asilly girl-yes, it'sacliché
to call her avain and silly girl, but that's what she was. For her it was probably like this. She was married,
and it wasn't very exciting anymore, not nearly as interesting as when her husband was courting her.
Fhassin made her fed important-look at the risk he was taking-for her. For her!

But what was going on insde Fhassin? Fhassin despised romantic love, sentimentaity.

Her husband suspected, came home, and caught them. The neighborhood swarmed out into the Street to
see my brother, shirtless, protecting Nouzha, whose hair was al unbound around her shoulders. Fhassin
had arazor, and was holding off her screaming husband. The heat poured all over his brown adolescent
shoulders and chest. We stood in the street, swesating. And Fhassin was laughing, deadly serious, but
laughing. Hewas dive. Wasit theintendty? Was that the lure for Fhassn? Thiswas my brother, who |
had known dl my life, and he was astranger.

| realized then that the Nekropolis had become aforeign place, and | didn't know anyone behind the
skinmask of their face.

They took my brother and Nouzha, divorced her from her husband for the adultery trid, flogged them
both, then dumped them in prison for thirteen years. | didn't wait for Aziz to ask me to marry him-not that
he would have now. | let my hair go black. | became adutiful daughter. | hated my life, but | didn't know
how to escape. When | was twenty-one, | was jessed, impressed to feel duty and affection to whoever
would pay thefee of my impression.

| try to explain, but Akhmim doesn't understand. He hasto go. | cry when he's gone.

Finaly, after twenty-eight days, | emerge from my room, white and trembling like Iqurth from the tomb,
to face the world and my duties. | don't know what the mistress has told Mbarek, but I'm subjected to a
vague lecture I'm sure Mbarek thinks of as fatherly. Fadina avoids meeting my eyeswhen she seesme.
The girl who works with the cook watches the floor. | move like aghost through the women's quarters.
Only the mistress sees me, fastens her eyes on me when | happen to pass her, and her look iscrud. If |
hear her, | take to stepping out of the hal if | can.

Friday afternoon the mistressis playing the Tiles, and | take the cleaning machineto her room. | have
checked with Fadinato confirm that she'snot in, but | can't convince myself that she'sleft. Maybe Fadina
has forgotten. Maybe the mistress hasn't told her. | tiptoein and stand, listening. The usua projection is
on-not bismek, but the everyday clutter of silks and fragile tables with slver lace frames, antique lamps,
paidey scarfs, and cobalt pottery. The cleaning machinewon't go in with aprojection on. | stop and
listen, no sound but the breeze through the window hangings. | creep through the quarters, shaking. The



bed isunmade, atumble of blue and silver brocade. That's unusud, Fadina always makesit. | think about
making it, but | decide I'd better not. Do what | always do or the mistress will be on me. Best do only
what's safe. | pick up the clothes off the floor and cregp back and turn off the projection. The cleaning
machine Sarts.

If she comes back early, what will | do?1 stand by the projection switch, unwilling to leave, even to put
the clothing in the laundry. If she comes back, when | hear her, I'll snap on the projection machine. The
cleaning machine will stop and I'll take it and leave. It'sthe best | can do.

The cleaning machine snuffles around, getting dust from the windowsi1Is and tabletops, cleaning thefloor.
It'sdow. | keep thinking | hear her and snapping on the projection. The machine stopsand | listen, but |
don't hear anything, so | snap the projection off and the cleaning machine starts again. Findly the rooms
are done and the cleaning machine and | make our escape. | have used extra scent on the sheetsin the
linen closet, theway shelikesthem, and | have put extraoil in the rings on the lights and extra scent in the
air freshener. It'sal awaste, al that money, but that's what she likes.

| have aterrible headache. | go to my room and wait and try to deep until the headacheisgone. I'm
adeep when Fadina bangs on my door and | fed groggy and disheveled.

? Themigtresswantsyou,? she snaps, glaring a me.
| can't go.
| can't not go. | follow her without doing up my hair or putting on my sandals.

The midressisgtting in her bedroom, still dressed up in saffron and veils. | imagine she hasjust gotten
back. ? Hariba,? she says, ? did you clean my rooms??

What did | disturb? 1 didn't do anything to this room except pick up the laundry and run the cleaning
mechine, issomething missing? ? Yes, mistress,? | say. Oh my heart.

? Look at thisroom,? she hisses.
I look, not knowing what I'm looking for.
? Look at the bed! ?

The bed looks just the same asit did when | camein, blankets and sheets tumbled, shining blue and
glver, the scent of her perfumein the cool air.

? Come here,? the mistress commands. ? Knedl down.? | knedl down so I'm not taler than sheis. She
looks a me for amoment, furious and speechless. Then | seeit coming, but | can't do anything, up
comes her hand and she daps me. | topple sdeways, mostly from surprise. ? Areyou too stupid to even
know to make a bed??

? Fadinaaways makes your bed,? | say. | should have madeit, | should have. Holy One, I'm such an
idiot.

? So the one time Fadina doesn't do your work you are too lazy to do it yourself??
? Midress,? | say, ? | wasafraidto-?

? You should beafraid! ? she shouts. She daps me, both sides of my face, and shouts a me, her face
closetomine. Onand on. | dont listen, it'sjust sound. Fadinawalks meto the door. I'm holding my head



up, trying to maintain somedignity. ? Hariba,? Fadinawhispers.
? What?? | say, thinking maybe she hasredized that it's the mistress, that it's not my faullt.

But shejust shakes her head, ? Try not to upset her, that'sal. Just don't upset her.? Her faceis
pleading, she wants me to understand.

Understand what? That she'sjessed? As Akhmim says, ? We are only what we are.?

But | understand what it's going to be like, now. The mistress hates me, and theres nothing | can do. The
only way to escape isto ask Mbarek to sall me off, but then I'd have to leave Akhmim. And since he'sa
harni, he can't even ride the train without someone else providing credit. If | leave, I'll never seehim

again.

Theroom isfull of whispers. The window is open and the breeze rustles among the paper flowers. There
areflowers everywhere, on the dresser, the chairs. Akhmim and | St in the dark room, lit only by the light
from the street. He comesin the evening to visit me, like my brother sneaking to see another man'swife.
He's stting with one leg undernesth him. Like some animal, a panther, indolent.

? Youll ill beyoungwhenI'mold,? | say.

? No,? hesays. Thatisadl, just the oneword.

? Do you get old??

? If welive out our natural span. About sixty, Sxty-five years.?
? Do you get wrinkles? White hair??

? Some. Our joints get bad, swell, like arthritis. Thingsgo wrong.? He'squiet tonight. Usualy he's
cheerful.

? Yourepdtient,? | say.

He makes agesture with hishands. ? It doesn't matter.?

? Isit hard for you to be patient??

? Sometimes,? hesays. ? | fed frustration, anger, fear. But were bred to be patient.?
? What'swrong?? | ask. | sound likealittle girl, my voicedl breethy.

? I'mthinking. Y ou should leave here.?

The migtressis dways finding something. Nothing | do isright. She pullsmy hair, confinesmeto my
room. ? | can't,? | say, ? I'mjessed.?

Hesdill inthetwilight.
? Akhmim,? | say, suddenly cruel, ? do you want meto go??

? Harni are not supposed to have 'wants,” ? he says, hisvoiceflat. | have never heard him say the
word ? harni.? It sounds obscene. It makes me get up, hisvoice. It fills me with nervousness, with
amlessenergy. If heisdespairing, what istherefor me? | leave the window, brush my fingers acrossthe



desk, hearing the flowersrustle. | touch dl the furniture, and take an armload of flowers, crisp and coal,
and drop themin hislap. ? What?? he says. | take more flowers and throw them over his shoulders. His
faceisturned up a me, lit by the light from the stret, full of wonder. | gather flowers off the chair, drop
them on him. There are flowersal over the bed, funerd flowers. He reaches up, flowers spilling off his
deeves, and takes my arms to make me stop, saying, ? Hariba, what?? | lean forward and close my

eyes.

| wait, hearing the breeze rustle the lilies, the poppies, the roses on the bed. | wait forever. Until hefindly
kissesme.

Hewon't do any more than kissme. Lying among al the crushed flowers, he will stroke my face, my hair,
hewill kissme, but that'sall. ? You haveto leave,? he saysdesperately. ? Y ou haveto tell Mbarek, tell
himto sdl you.?

| won't leave. | have nothing to go to.

? Do you love me because you have to? Isit because you are a harni and I'm a human and you haveto
sarveme?? | ask. HeE's never said that he loves me, but | know.

He shakes his head.

? Do you love me because of us? Of what we are?? | press. There are no words for the questions I'm
asking him.

? Hariba,? he says.

? Do you love the mistress??

? No,? hesays.

? Y ou should love the migtress, shouldn't you, but you love me.?

? Go home, go to the Nekropolis. Run away,? he urges, kissng my throat, gentle. Moth wing kisses, as
if he has been thinking of my throat for along time.

? Run away? From Mbarek? What would | do for therest of my life? Make paper flowers??
? What's wrong with that??

? Would you comewith me?? | ask.

He sighsand raises up on hiselbow. ? Y ou shouldn't fall inlovewith me.?

Thisisfunny. ? Thisisafinetimetotdl me.?

? No,? hesays, ? itistrue.? Hecountson hisfinefingers, ? One, I'm a harni, not ahuman being, and |
belong to someone else. Two, | have caused dl of your problems; if | hadn't been here, you wouldn't
have had al your troubles. Three, the reason it iswrong for ahuman to love a harni is because harni
-human relationships are bad paradigms for human behavior, they lead to difficulty in deding with
human-to-human relationships-?

? | don't have any human-to-human relationships,? | interrupt.

? Youwill, youredill young.?



| laugh a him. ? Akhmim, you're younger than | am. Prescripted wisdom.?

? But wisdom nonethdess,? he says solemnly.

? Thenwhy did you kissme?? | ask.

Hesghs. It issuch ahuman thing, that sigh, full of frustration. ? Because you're sad.?

? I'mnot sad right now,? | say. ? I'm happy because you are here.? I'm dso nervous. Afraid. Because
thisisal strange and even though | keep telling myself that he's human, I'm afraid that underneeth heis
redly aien, more unknowable than my brother. But | want him to stay with me. And I'm happy. Afraid

but happy.

My lover. ? | want you to be my lover,? | say.

? No.? Hestsup. He's beautiful, even disheveled. | can imaginewhat | 1ook like. Maybe he doesn't
even like me, maybe he hasto act thisway because | want it. He runs hisfingers through his hair and his
earring gleamsin the light from the Street.

? Do harni fdl inlove?? | ask.

? | haveto go,? hesays. ? Weve crushed your flowers.? He picksup alily, whoselong petals have
become twisted and crumpled, and triesto straighten it out.

? | can make more. Do you have to do this because | want you to??

? No,? hesaysvery quietly. Then more clearly, likearecitation, ? Harni don't have fedings, notinthe
sensethat humans do. We areloyd, flexible, and affectionate. ?

? That makesyou sound likeasmart dog,? | say, irritated.
?Yes,? hesays, ? thatiswhat | am, asmart dog, avery smart dog. Good night, Hariba.?

When he opens the door, the breeze draws and the flowers rustle and some tumble off the bed, trying to
follow him.

? Daughter,? Mbarek says, ? I'm not surethat thisisthe best situation for you.? Helooksat mekindly.
| wish Mbarek did not think that he had to be my father.

? Mbarek-sdah?? | say. ? | don't understand, has my work been unsatisfactory?? Of course my work
has been unsatisfactory-the mistress hates me. But I'm afraid they have somehow realized what is
between Akhmim and me-although | don't know how they could. Akhmim is avoiding me again.

? No, no? -hewaves his hand airily-? your accounts are in order, you have been agood frugd girl. It's
not your fault.?

?1? I'm aware that | have been clumsy, that perhaps | have not aways understood what the mistress
wished, but, Mbarek-saah, I'm improving! ? I'm getting better at ignoring her, I mean. | don't want him
to fed inadequate. Sitting here, | realize the trouble I've caused him. He hates having to ded with the
household in any but the most perfunctory way. I'm jessed to this man, his fedings matiter to me.
Reection of my servicesis painful. This has been agood job. I've been able to save some of my side
money so that when I'm old | won't be like my mother, forced to struggle and hope that her children will
be able to support her when she can't work anymore.



Mbarek is uncomfortable. The part of methat isnot jessed can seethisis not the kind of duty that
Mbarek likes. Thisisnot how he sees himself; he prefersto be the benevolent patriarch. ? Daughter,?

he says, ? you have been exemplary, but wives? ? Hesghs. ? Sometimes, child, they get whims, and it's
better for me, and for you, if we find you some good position with another household.?

At least he hasn't said anything about Akhmim. | bow my head because I'm afraid | will cry. | study my
toes. | try not to think of Akhmim. Alone again. O Holy One, I'm tired of being done. I'll be done my
wholelife, jessed women do not marry. | can't help it, | Start to cry. Mbarek takesit asasign of my
loyaty and pats me gently on the shoulder. ? There, there, child, itll bedl right.?

| don't want Mbarek to comfort me. The part of me that watches, that isn't jessed, doesn't even redlly
like Mbarek, and at the sametime | want to make him happy. | gamely sniff and try to smile. ? 17 | know
you know what isbest,? | manage. But my distress makes him uncomfortable. He says when
arrangements are made hell tel me.

| look for Akhmim, to tell him, but he staysin the men's sde of the house, avay from the middle where
we egat, and far away from thewomen'sside.

| begin to understand. He didn't love me, it was just that he was a harni and it wasme? | led himto
myself. Maybe I'm no better than Nouzha, with her white hair and pointed ears. | work, what elseis
thereto do? And | avoid the mistress. Evidently Mbarek hastold her heis getting rid of me, because the
attacks cease. Fadinaeven smilesat me, if distantly. | would like to make friends with Fadinaagain, but
she doesn't give me achance. I'll never see him again. Heisn't even that far from me and I'll never see

him again.

There's nothing to be done about it. Akhmim avoids me. | look across the courtyard or the dining room
at themen'sside, but | dmost never see him. Oncein awhile he'sthere, with hislong curly hair and his
black gazelle eyes, but he doesn't [ook at me.

| pack my things. My new mistress comes. Sheisatdl gray-haired woman, dightly pop-eyed. She hasa
breathy voice and away of hunching her shoulders, asif she wished she were actudly very smdl. I'm
supposed to give her my life? It'smonstrous.

We'rein Mbarek's office. I'm upset. | want desperately to leave, I'm afraid of coming into aroom and
finding the migtress. I'm trying not to think of Akhmim. But what is most upsetting is the thought of leaving
Mbarek. Will the next girl understand that he wants to pretend heisfrugd, but that heredlly isnot?1'm
nearly overwhelmed by shame because | have caused this. I'm only leaving because of my own
foolishnessand | have failed Mbarek, who only wanted peace.

| will not cry. These areimpressed emotions. Soon I'll fed them for this strange woman. O Holy, what
rotten luck to have gotten thiswoman for amistress. She wears bronze and white-bronzewas al the
fashion when | first came and the mistresswore it often-but thisis yearslater and these are second-rate
clothes, ayounger woman's clothing and not suited for amiddle-aged woman at al. She's nervous,
wanting meto like her, and dl | want to do isthrow myself at Mbarek's feet and embarrasshim into
saying that | can stay.

Mbarek says, ? Hariba, she has paid thefee.? He shows me the credit transaction and | seethat the fee
islower than it was when | cameto Mbarek's household. ? | order you to accept thiswoman as your
new migtress.?

That'sit. That'sthetrigger. | fed alittle disoriented. | never redly noticed how the skin under Mbarek's



jaw was soft and lax. He's actually rather nondescript. | wonder what it must be like for the mistressto
have married him. She'stall and vivid, if abit heavy, and was abeauty in her day. She must find him
disappointing. No wonder she's bitter.

My new mistress smilestentatively. Well, she may not be fashionable, the way my old mistresswas, but
shelookskind, praise God. | hope so, | would liketo live in akind household. | smile back at her.

That'sit. I'm impressed.

My new household is much smdler than the old one. | must be frugd; thereésalot lessmoney inthis
house. It's surprising how accustomed I've gotten to money at Mbarek's house; thisis much more like the
way | grew up.

| inventory the linensand clean dl the rooms from top to bottom. My mistress Sits at the table and
watches me scrub the counters and clean the grime that has collected in the cracks.

? Thingsaredifferentin abig house, | assume,? she says. Her nameis Zoubida That's what she wants
meto cal her, but it fedstoo informal, so | don't call her anything at all.

? Yes maam,? | say. ? A lot more people.?
| open the cold box. ? Do you want to keep any of this?? I'll be cooking.
Shewaves her hand. ? Oh no, keep what you need.?

Itisfull of haf-eaten thingsthat | am afraid to keep. Some of them areredlly old. | empty it out and scrub
it, the cold wafting out as| do. Then | put back the handful of thingsI'm certain aren't spoiled. | wash out
thesnk.

| make asalad of chicken and greens and orangesfor lunch. It's something that the old mistress used to
like. The new master shufflesin, the backs of his dippersflattened by tromping on them. ? What'sthis??

he says.

? It'sarecipefrom her old house,? my mistress says.
Helooksat it doubtfully. HE's not a salad eater, | suspect.

? For dinner, | can make couscous,? | say.

He nods and tastes the salad gingerly.

? Didyou egt thisalot at your last place?? my mistress asks.
? Oh, not me,? | say. ? But my migtresslikedit.?

I'll eat chickpesslater, after | clean up after lunch.

The master seems pleased by the sdlad and eats every bit. ? Hariba,? he sayswhile I'm picking up the
plates, ? how do you stop alawyer from drowning??

? | don't know, Sir.?

? Takeyour foot off hisneck,? he says, and laughs, watching me with watering eyes.



| laugh, too. Heisawaystelling me dreadful jokes, but the mistress wants usto get dong. | aways
laugh.

The master shuffles off to go meet some friends at a coffee house. The mistress doesn't seem to know
what to do with hersdlf.

? 1 would liketo clean dl the cupboards,? | say.

? Why don't you st for amoment and have sometea?? she says. Watching me work makes her
nervous.

? Oh, redlly, I'm not thirsty,? | say. ? But thank you, malam.?

| don't know what to do with her. | don't want to make her uncomfortable. ? Have you dwayslived
here, maam?? | ask.

Shetdlsmeadl about her family, starting stories and losing track, and getting names mixed up. But |
pretend to follow and be interested. | take everything out of the cupboards and wash them. Things are
incredibly dusty!

? Before you we had agirl who camein during the day and went home at night,? the mistress says.
She didn't seem to do much.
| shop and make couscous and chickpea soup for dinner.

The daughter is Sixteen. Her nameis Tereze. She has her hair hennaed and she wears Indian filagree and
abluedot in the middle of her forehead to look like an emancipated Indian woman. Girlsare dl dressing
like Indian gender terrorists. She has a phone card flipped open and istalking to one of her friends.

? Stop talking on the phone. Now,? her mother says.

Sherollsher eyes. ? My mother wants meto stop talking,? she saysto the phone. ? So what do you
think, should wetell her or not??

The mistress reaches over and grabs the phone card from her and crumplesit up.
? That had more than haf an hour left onit! ? thegirl says.

? Then you should have ligened to me,? the mother says. ? | got my credit chip statement today. There
arealot of chargeson herethat | didn't make.?

? I'll pay you back,? the daughter says.
? Pay meback! Thisismorethan you get in amonth! ?

? You want meto dresslike abeggar! ? thegirl says. What atongue she hasin her. ? If you gaveme
enough, | wouldn't haveto take your credit chip! ?

? We're not made out of money!? her mother says.
? Y ou have enough money for her !? thegirl says. ? | should bein school with that money! ?

? School isawagtewith you! ? the mistresssays. ? Y our marks are terrible! If you got decent marks, |
could see spending the money! ?



? | hateyou! ? the daughter shrieks. ? Y ou never give me achance! ?

Akhmim. | think of him dl thetime. Rather than listen, | think of telling Akhmim about the daughter, about
the master.

Emboldened by my mistresss approval, | rearrange the furniture. | take some things she has-they are not
very nice-and put them away. | reprogram the household Al. It isvery limited, insufficient for anything as
complicated as bismek, but it can handle projections, of course. | remember the things my old mistress
used to like and | project cobalt blue vases and silver-framed pictures. Marble floors would overwhelm
these rooms, but theivory tilel pick isnice.

My mistressis delighted. It iswonderful to work for someone who is easy to please.

My days are free on Tuesday and haf-a-day Sunday. Tuesday my mistress gpologizesto me. They area
little tight on credit and she cannot advance my leisure alowance until Sunday, do | mind?

Well, alittle, but | say | don't. | spend the afternoon making flowers.

When | makeflowers, | think of Akhmim and myself on the bed, surrounded by crushed carnations and
irises. It isn't good to think about Akhmim. He doesn't missme, I'm sure. He'sa harni, aways an owned
thing, subject to the whims of hisowners. If they had constructed him with lasting loydlties, hislifewould
be horrible. Surely when the technician constructed his genes, he made certain that Akhmim would forget
quickly. Hetold methat harni do not love. But he aso told methat they did. And hetold me he didn't
love the mistress, but maybe he only said that because he had to, because | don't like the old mistress
and hisduty isto make humans happy.

| put the blue and white and silver paper flowersin avase. My migressthinksthey are lovely.

Long lilies, spiked samens, and long petaslikelolling tongues. Sometimes fedings arein me that have no
words and | ook at the paper flowers and want to rip them to pieces.

On Sunday my mistress has my leisure alowance. Mbarek used to add alittle something extra, but |
redize that in my new circumstances | can't expect that. | go to the Moussin of the White Falcon, on the
edge of the Nekropalis, to listen to the service.

Then | take thetrain to the street of Mbarek's house. | don't intend to walk down the street, but of
course| do. And | stand outside the house, looking for asign of Akhmim. I'm afraid to stand long, | don't
want anyone to see me. What would | tell them, that I'm homesick? I'm jessed.

| like to take something to do on the train so the ride isn't boring. I've brought a bag full of paper to make
flowers. | can earn alittle money on the side by making wreaths. Anything | earn on my own | can keep.
I'm not dlowed to give it to my mistress, that's against the law. It'sto protect the jessed that thisistrue.

In the Nekropolis we lived in death houses, surrounded by death. Perhapsit isn't odd that I'm abit
morbid, and perhapsthat iswhy | pull aflower out of my bag and leave it on awindowsll on the men's
sde of the house. After dl, something did die, although | can't put in words exactly whet it was. | don't
redly know which window is Akhmim's, but it doesn't matter, it'sjust agesture. It only makes me fedl
foolish.

Monday | wake early and drink hot mint tea. | take buckets of water and scrub down the stone

courtyard. | makealist of al the repairsthat need to be done. | take the mistress's news printouts and
bundle them. She saves them; she subscribesto several news services and she fedlsthat they might be
useful. My old mistress would have quite alot to say about someone who would save news printouts.



The mistress goes out to shop and | clean everything in her storage. She has clothes she should throw
out, things fifteen years old and hopelesdy out of date. (I remember when | wore my hair white. And
before when we used to wrap our hair in our veils, the pointstrailing to the backs of our knees, We
looked foolish, affected. How did | get to be so old when I'm not even thirty?)

| put asde dl thethings| should mend, but | don't want to sit yet. | run the cleaning machine, an old
clumsy thing even stupider than the one at Mbarek's. | push myself dl day, awhirlwind. Thereisnot
enough in this house to do, evenif | clean the cleaning machine, so | clean some roomstwice.

Stll, whenitistimeto goto deep, | can't. | St in my room making afunera wregth of carnations and tiny,
half-open roses. The white roses gleam under my desklight like satin.

| wake up on my free day, tired and tiff. In the mirror | ook ghastly, my hair tangled and my eyes puffy.
Just aswell the harni never saw melikethis, | think. But I won't think of Akhmim anymore. That part of
my lifeisover, and | havelaid aflower a its death house. Today | will take my funera wreaths around
and seeif | can find ashop that will buy them. They are good work, surely someone will be interested. It
would just be pocket money.

| take thetrain dl the way to the Nekropalis, carefully protecting my wreaths from the other commuters.
All day | walk through the Nekropolis, talking to stallkeepers, stopping sometimes for tea. When | have
sold the wregths, | St for awhile to watch the people and let my tired mind empty.

I'm at peace, now | can go back to my mistress.

The Second Koran tells usthat the darknessin ourselvesisasinister thing. It waits until werdax, it waits
until we reach the most vulnerable moments, and then it snaresus. | want to be dutiful, | want to do what
| should. But when | go back to thetrain, | think of where I'm going; to that smal house and my empty
room. What will | do tonight? Make more paper flowers, more wreeths. I'm sick of them. Sick of the
Nekropoalis.

| can take the train to my mistresss house or | can go by the street where Mbarek's houseis. I'm tired,
I'm ready to go to my little room and relax. O Holy One, | dread the empty evening. Maybe | should go
by Mbarek's street just to fill up time. | have al this empty time ahead. Tonight and tomorrow and this
week and next month and down through the years, unmarried, empty, until I'm an old dried-up woman
Eveningsfolding paper. Days cleaning someone e se's house. Free afternoons spent shopping abit,
stopping in tea shops because my feet hurt. That iswheat lives are, aren't they? Attemptsto fill our time
with activity designed to prevent usfrom redlizing thet thereisno meaning?| gt at atiny tablethe szeof a
sarving platter and watch the boys hum by on their scooters, girls sitting behind them, clutching their
boyfriends waists with one hand, holding their veilswith the other, while the ends stream and snap behind
them, glittering with the shimmer of gold (thisyear'sfashion).

So | get off thetrain and walk to the street where Mbarek lives. And | walk up the street past the house.
| stop and look at it. The walls are pale yellow stone. I'm wearing rose and sky blue, but I have gone out
without ribbons on my wrigts.

? Hariba,? Akhmim says, leaning on thewindowsll, ? you're ftill sad.?

Helooksfamiliar and it iseasy, asif wedothisevery evening. ? | liveasad life,? | say, my voice even.
But my heart ispounding. To seehim! To talk to him!

? | found your token,? he says.

? My token,? | repest, not understanding.



? Theflower. | tried to watch every day. | thought you'd come and | missed you.? He disappearsfor a
moment, and then he is Sitting on the windowsll, legs and feet outside, and he jumpslightly to the
ground.

| take him to atea shop. People look at us, wondering what a young woman is doing unescorted with a
young man. Let them look. ? Order what youwant,? | say, ? | have some money.?

? Areyou happier?? heasks. ? You don't look happier, you look tired.?

And helooks perfect, ashe dways does. Have | fdlenin love with him precisdy because heisn't human?
| don't care, | fedl love, no matter what the reason. Does areason for afeding matter? Thefeding | have
for my mistress may be there only because I'm impressed, but the feeling isrea enough.

? My migtressiskind, praise God,? | say, looking a the table. His perfect hand, beautiful nailsand long
fingers, liesthere.

? Areyou happy?? heasksagain.

? Areyou?? | ask.

Hesghrugs. ? A harni doesn't have the right to be happy or sad.?
? Neitherdo1,? | say.

? That'syour fault. Why did you doit?? heasks. ? Why did you chooseto be jessed if it makesyou
unhappy??

? It'shard to find work in the Nekropolis, and | didn't think | would ever get married.?

He shakes his head. ? Someone would marry you. And if they didn't, isit awful not to get married??
? Isit awful to bejessed?? | ask.

?1sit??

? | thought,? | say, and then | don't know what to say. ? | thought if | wasjessed, | wouldn't care. |
thought it would be easy if | wasjessed. | thought | would be owned . I mean, my heart would be
owned. Y ou know, | wouldn't need to make choices. | didn't understand it. | thought | would be happy.
But it isnt like that. Jessng doesn't make melikeit, it just makesit redly awful if | leave.?

How can he understand how our choices are taken from us? He doesn't even understand freedom and
what anillusonitredly is.

? Runaway,? hesays.

Leave the mistress? I'm horrified. ? She needs me; she can't run that house by herself and | cost her a
great ded of money. She made sacrificesto buy me.?

? Y ou could livein the Nekropolis and make funeradl wreaths,? he pointsout. ? Y ou could talk to
whomever you wished and no one would order you around.?

? | don't want to livein the Nekropalis,? | say.
? Why not??



? Thereisnothing there for me! ?

? You havefriendsthere.?

? | wouldn'tif | ran away.?

? Make new ones,? he says.

? Would you go?? | ask.

He shakes hishead. ? | can't.?

? What if you could make aliving, would you run awvay??

? No,? hesays, ? no.?

Our teacomes. My face is aflame with color, | don't know what to say. | don't know what to think.

?1'mjessed,? | say. ? If | run away, do you know what will happento me?I'll besick. | might die. My
own body will turn against me. Maybe, eventudly I'll get well. I'm afraid. | don't want to be sick. | don't
want it to happen.?

? Oh, Hariba,? he says softly, ? I'm sorry. | shouldn't say these thingsto you.?
? | didn't think you could have thesefedings,? | whisper.

Hedhrugsagain. ? | can haveany fedings,? hesays. ? Harni aren't jessed.?
? You told meto think of you asadog,? | remind him. ? Loyd.?

? I'mloyd,? hesays. ? Youdidn't ask who | wasloya to.?

? You're supposed to beloyal to the mistress.?

He drumsthe table with hisfingers, taptaptaptap taptaptaptap . ? Harni aren't like geese,? he says,
not looking a me. Hisearring isgolden, heisrich and fine-looking. | had not redized a my new place
how starved | had becomefor finethings. ? We don't impress on thefirst person we see.? Thenhe
shakeshishead. ? | shouldn't talk about al this nonsense. Y ou haveto go. | have to go back before they
missme.?

? | could stedl you away.?

?No,? hesays. ? Yousadyouwill get sck. You might die? But hewould gowithme. | canseeitin
hisface. What isthere for him at Mbarek's? The mistressignores him. It isme he has bonded to. It isme
heloves.

No one has ever loved melike he does. | am aready dead if | stay with my mistress. | redizethat I've
been thinking about death. | redlly want to die.

? Maybe we are dready dead, living thisway,? | say.
He doesn't understand me, not &t all.
? Wehavetotak more,? | say.

? Wehavetogo,? heinggs. Then he smilesat meand al the unhappiness disappearsfrom hisface. He



doesn't seem human anymore, he seems pleasant; harni . | get achill. Hesdien. | understand him less
than | understand people like my old mistress. We get up and he looks away as| pay.

Outsde Mbarek's house | tell him, ? I'll come back next Tuesday.? On Tuesday | get my spending
money.

It'sgood | got so much cleaning done before | saw Ahkmim because | degpwalk through the next few
days. | leave the cleaning machine in the doorway, where the mistressamogt trips over it. | forget to set
the clothesin order. | don't know what to think.

| hear the mistress say to the neighbor, ? She's agodsend, but moody. One day she's doing everything,
the next day she can't be counted on to remember to set the table.?

What right does she have to talk about me that way? Her house was apigsty when | came.

What am | thinking? What iswrong with methat | blame my mistress? Whereismy head?| fed ill, my
eyeswater, and my head fills. | can't breathe, | fed heavy. | must be dutiful. | used to have thisfedling
onceinawhilewhen | wasfirg jessed, it's part of the adjustment. It must be the change from Mbarek. |
haveto adjust al over again.

| find the migtress, tell her I'm not feding well, and go lie down.

The next afternoon, just before dinner, it happens again. The day after that isfine, but then it happens at
midmorning of the third day. It is Tuesday and | have the day off. My voiceishoarse, my head aches.
What iswrong with me?

| know what iswrong with me. I'm trying not to think about what I'm planning because if | let mysdlf
think, the jessing will fight with me. I'm trying to be two people, one agood girl and the other asecret,
hidden even from my own sdif.

I'm afraid. | don't want to die. Although I don't mind the idea of being dead, just dying. Insde meisatiny
part that would likeit dl to stop, to end.

| wonder if | am trying to commit suicide. I'm crazy. But if | think about it, then the sickness comes on
me, worse and worse. | can't stand it hereand | can't go away.

| go to the Moussin in the afternoon, lugging my bag, which is heavy with paper, and St in the cool dusty
darkness, nursing my poor head. | fed asif | should pray. | should ask for help, for guidance. The
Moussinis so old that the stoneisirregularly worn and through my dippers| can fed thelittleridgesand
valeysin the marble. Up around the main worship hal there are gdleries hidden by arabesques of
scrollwork. Ayeshaand | used to St up there when we were children. Above that, sunlight flashes
through clerestory windows. Where the light hits the marble floor, it shines hard, hurting my eyesand my
head. | rest my forehead on my arm, turned sideways on the bench so | can lean against the back. With
my eyesclosed | smdl incense and my own scent of perfume and perspiration.

There are people there for service, but no one bothers me. Isn't that amazing?
Or maybeit isonly because anyone can seethat I'm impure.

I'm tired of my own melodrama. | keep thinking that people are looking at me, that someoneisgoing to
say something to me. | don't know whereto go.



| don't even pretend to think of going back to my room. | get on the train and go to Mbarek's house. |
climb the gairs from the train-these are newer, but like the floor of the Moussin they are unevenly worn,
sagging in the centers from the weight of this crowded city. What would it be like to cross the seaand go
north? To go to Spain ? | used to want to travel, to go to a place where people had yellow hair, to see
whole forests of trees. Crossthe oceans, learn other languages. | told Ayeshathat | would even liketo
taste dog, or swine. She thought | was showing off, but it wastrue, once | would have liked to try things.

I'm excited, full of energy and purpose. | can do anything. | can understand Fhassin, standing in the street
with hisrazor, laughing. It isworth it, anything isworth it for thisfedling of being dive. | have been jessed,
I've been adeep for along time.

There are people on Mbarek's street. | stand in front of the house across the street. What am | going to
say if someone opens the door? I'm waiting to meet a friend . What if they don't leave, what if Akhmim
sees them and doesn't come out? The sun bakes my hair, my head. Akhmim, where are you? Look out
the window . He's probably waiting on the mistress. Maybe there is a bismek party and those women
are poisoning Akhmim. They could do anything, they own him. | want to crouch in the street and cover
my head in my hands, rock and cry like awidow woman from the Nekropolis. Like my mother must
have done when my father died. | grew up without afather, maybe that's why I'm wild. Maybe that's why
Fhassnisin prison and I'm headed there. | pull my veil up so my faceis shadowed. So no one can see
my tears.

Oh, my head. Am | drunk? Am | insane? Has the Holy One, seeing my thoughts, driven me mad?
| look at my brown hands. | cover my face.
? Hariba?? Hetakes my shoulders.

| look up a him, his beautiful familiar face, and I'm sricken with terror. What ishe? What am | trusting
my life, my futureto? O Holy One, I'm afraid. What if | die?

? What'swrong?? he asks. ? Areyouill??
? I'mgoinginsane,? | say. ? | can't stand it, Akhmim, | can't go back to my room-?

? Hush,? he says, looking up the street and down. ? Y ou haveto. I'm only a harni . | can't do anything,
| can't helpyou.?

? We haveto go. We have to go away somewhere, you and I.?
He shakes his head. ? Hariba, please. Y ou must hush.?

? We should befree,? | say. My head hurts very badly. The tears kegp coming, even though I'm not
redly crying.

? | can't befree,? hesays. ? That wasjust tak.?

? | havetogonow,? | say. ? I'mjessed, Akhmim. It'shard, but if | don't go now, I'll never go.?
? But you said you'll get Sck,? hesays.

? | can'tlivethisway,? | say, anditistrue. If | don't do something, I'll die.

? Your mistress-?

? DON'T TALK ABOUT HER!? | shout. If hetaks about her, | won't be ableto leave.



Helooks around again. We are a spectacle, aman and awoman arguing on the street.

? Comewith me, welll go somewhere, talk,? | say, al honey. He can't deny me, | seeitin hisface. He
has to get off the street. HE'd go anywhere. Any placeis safer than this.

Helets metake himinto the train, down the stairsto the platform. | clutch my indigo vell tight a my
throat. We wait in silence. He has his handsin his pockets. He looks like a boy from the Nekropoalis,
standing therein just his shirt, no outer robe. He looks away, shifts hisweight from one foot to the other,
ill at ease. Human. Events are making him more human. Taking away dl hiscertainties.

? What kind of genesareinyou?? | ask.

? What?? heasks.

? What kind of genes??

? Areyou asking for my chart?? he says.

| shake my head. ? Human??

He dhrugs. ? Modtly. Some atificid sequences.?

? Noanimd genes,? | say. | sound irrational because | can't get clear what | mean. The headache
makes my thoughts skip, my tongue thick.

Hesmilesalittle. ? No dogs, no monkeys.?

| smile back, he'steasing me. I'm learning to understand when heteases. ? | have somedifficult newsfor
you, Akhmim. I think you are amere human being.?

Hissmile vanishes. He shakeshishead. ? Hariba,? he says. He's about to talk like afather.
| op him with agesture. My head still hurts.

Thetrain whispersin, sounding like wind. Oh, thelights. | St down, shading my eyes, and he sandsin
front of me. | canfed him looking down a me. | look up and smile, or maybe grimace. He smiles back,
looking worried. Thereisafamily of Gypsiesat the other end of the car, wild and homeless and dirty.
Wearelikethem, | redize.

At the Moussin of the White Falcon we get off. Funny that we are going into acemetery to live. But only
for awhile, I think. Somehow | will find away we can leave, if | live. WEIl go north, acrossthe sea, up
to the continent, where welll be strangers. | take him through the streets and stop in front of arow of
death houses, like Ayeshasfamily's, but aninn.

? Thereareinns here?? Akhmim asks.

? Of course,? | say. ? People come from the country to visit their families. Peoplelivein the Nekropolis,
we have stores and everything.?

| give Akhmim money and tdl him to rent usaplace for the night. ? Tl them your wifeissick,? |
whisper. I'm afraid.

? | don't have any credit. If they take my identification, they'll know,? he says.

? Thisisthe Nekropolis,? | say. ? They don't use credit. Go on. Here you are aman.?



Hefrowns at me, but takes the money. | watch him out of the corner of my eye, bargaining, pointing at
me. Just pay, | think, even though we have very little money. | just want to lie down, to deep. And finaly
he comes out and takes me by the hand and leads me to our place. A tiny room of rough whitewashed
walls: abed, achair, apitcher of water, and two glasses.

? | have something for your head,? he says. ? Theman gaveitto me.? Hesmilesruefully. ? Hethinks
you're pregnant.?

My hand shakeswhen | hold it out. He puts the white pillsin my hand and pours aglass of water for me.
? I'll leaveyou here,? hesays. ? I'll go back. | won't tell anyonethat | know whereyou are.?

? Thenl'll dig? | say. ? | don't want to argue, Akhmim, just stay until tomorrow.? Thenit will betoo
late. ? | need you to take care of me, o | can get better and we can live.?

? What can | do?1 can'tlive,? hesaysinanguish. ? | can't get work!?
? You can sl funerd wresths. I'll make them.?

Helookstorn. It isonething to think how you will act, another to be in the Situation and do it. And |
know, seeing hisface, that heredly is human because his problem is avery human problem. Safety or
freedom.

? Wewill talk about it tomorrow,? | say. ? My head isaching.?

? Becauseyourejessed,? hesays. ? It'sdangerous. What if we don't make enough money? What if
they catch us??

? That'slife,? | say. I'll go to prison. Hell be sent back to the mistress. Punished. Maybe made to be
conscript |abor. Maybe they will put him down, like an animal.

? Isitworththe pain?? heasksinasmal voice.

| don't know, but | can't say that. ? Not when you havethepain,? | say, ? but afterward it is.?
? Your poor head.? He strokes my forehead. His hand is cool and soothing.

?Yes? | say. ? Change causespain.?

Isit worth dying for?

2.

Ties

In the beginning there was paradise, and then | was sent out into the world of men.

Thefirgt and last lesson they teach usisthat we aren't human. But we know it. Humans arerigid and
harni bend. Humans have only one shape. I'm bent around Hariba. Haribaisfull of sharp angles and
unexpected soft places. She thinksthat no one getsin, but for a harni, Haribais? is? in the creche we
would have said that Hariba s haf-open. There is space there, empty. That iswhat makesit easy to love
her. When | am with her, thereisthe constant anxiety that 1'm not making her happy, and when | see her
look of love, something within me legps up, rdieved and ddlighted.

I've goneinto that dim, secret space and it has brought me here, to the place of the human dead. Hariba
issick. And I'm helpless.



She dtsin the bed in the cool room with the sheet over her knees, and folds paper into flowers. There
arelilieson long staksthat she curlsinto wreaths, then shefillsthem with tiny flower cups. She namesthe
flowersfor me; cannalily, narcissus, rose, impatiens. They are dl paper white. Sheties them up with long
white satin ribbons like the kind she used to wear around her wrists. While she does it, she's happy and
I'm happy to st with her.

Then the headaches come back and she lies on her side with her kneesto her chin, whimpering. The
room feelswarmer, the air heavier. Her face shines with sweet and long trails of black hair stick to her
forehead. Then she's closed, no space for me, and the headachesfill her and at the sametimethereisthis
need, thisterrible need, that | can't satisfy. | found her in the Street that way, outside the master's house,
and that's how she brought me here, with that terrible need.

| stay with her and hold the bucket when she'ssick. ? I'm sorry,? shesays. ? I'm sorry.?

? Shhhh,? | say. ? Shhhhh.? | wipe her face with acloth. The room smells of sweat and vomit and
someone who has been in bed too long.

Need. We need money to have a safe place and she needs to be safe.

While she deeps, | take the wresths and | go out into the Nekropolis, to the Moussin of the White
Facon. | can bring her back money. It'sagood day, hot and bright. The square in front of the Moussinis
crowded with people; some of them are empty, some of them complicated by grief and need. It isin thelr
voices and their faces, in the way their hands shape themselves empty. Women hunch their backs around
the emptinessand wall.

Lots of people are set up to sal wreaths, and most of them have lots of wreaths and banks of flowers.
Dry and baking heat. The kind that heats to the bone. | spread out atowel and put my wreaths down. |
only have six-two aswide across asmy arm and full of the sweep and curve of the cannalilies and four
gmaller oneswith roses. Across from me, awoman Sits on acloth, with wregaths and falcons with their
paper wings spread al around her, and makes more things. Humans are only complete like this, when
they are doing something that makes their minds and hands busy, when they are doing something that
makes them solve puzzles. | like to watch this woman because harni are never complete alone and so
there is something peaceful and at the same time disquieting about it. Humans say they are happy when
they have things, but hands and mind in concert make them complete.

A tall boy squats near me with single flowersfor sde. He'slooking a my wreeths.
? My wifemakesthem,? | say, ? but she's Sick, so she can't make many.?
Henods. ? They'revery nice. Very good work. How much??

| shrug. ? | don't know. How much should | ask??

He condders. ? Fivefor the big onesand threefor the small,? hesays. ? That'swhat I'd ask.? He's
pleased that | asked and his pleasureislike warmth. Like hest.

? Thank you,? | say.

? From the Mashahana,? he says absently. It'swhat Hariba says when you thank her. I'll remember to
say it.
Mourners come and some of them aready have flowers, but some of them look at the wreaths. ? How

much?? they ask and | say, ? Fivefor the large ones and threefor thesmall.? | sl three of the small
ones, and then, as the shadows are lengthening over the square, both of the large ones. One of the large



ones goes to aman who is pleased with himself. One goes to awoman who is needly.

? Itisabeautiful piece,? | say to the woman. ? Cannalilies and roses and lemon leaves. My wife makes
them. She'ssick.?

She nods. Her veil iswhite with astripe of blue. She'sawidow, | think.
? Whoisitfor?? | ask.

? My son,? she says hoarsaly and there's the sharpness of her pain, aterrible wave of feding. She's
hollow.

? Ishesad, now?? | ask. That'sacenter for her pain, that she isn't needed anymore, and she cries
dlently as she hands me the money. She's empty and anything | do will make her crack. Instead of letting
her put the money in my pam, | take her hand, and then cover it with my other hand and she sandsthere
with her eyes closed and the tears running down her face. She's captured by touch, ftill asan anima. She
stands, shocked and holding it in, and then she bresks; first her knees giving way so she sinks, and then
her back bending, curving until she's on her knees and her forehead dowly, achingly dowly, comes down
until it touches my hands clasped around hers, and she sobs. ? Sweet boy,? she sobs. ? Swest, sweet

boy.?
?Yes,? | whisper, feding her strange pleasure a her pain.
? Sweet boy.?

The widow's nameis Myryam and she takes me to a café and buys me adrink of cold orange bitters.
She's hungry to be touched, but doesn't dare take my hand. It's hard to be awidow and to go without
touch and it'sdrying her up inside and out. Her son was twenty-five when he crashed alorry into abridge
abutment and after weeks and weeks of pain, finaly died. She shows me a picture of aplump, smiling
boy with well-oiled black hair and a shirt so whiteit hurtsthe eyes.

? Heshandsome,? | say.

? Heis,? shesays. ? That wastaken when he got his certificate to drive alorry. He was happy. | was
happy for him. His father wanted him to do books, but he wasn't good at math. He wasn't interested. He
was very smart about something when he wasinterested, but numbers, he said hedidn't care. Hegot a
certificate to be alorry driver and then he could be out talking to people. He loved people.?

Sheriseslike bread in awarm kitchen, talking of her son and touching the corners of her eyeswith her
vall.

? Maybe you can give me some advice?? | ask.
? You'relike my own sweet boy,? she says and we bask in the pleasure of each other's company.

? My wife makes wreaths, but she'sill and she can't make many anymore. | need to find work, but |
don't know whereto start.?

Myryam'sthoughtful. ? Y ou could be awaiter. You'd be good at it, | think. Let me ask around.? She's
comfortable now. Wefit together like key and lock. ? Y ou're someone's good son,? she says.

The sunisgoing down and the dry air is cooling. The breeze gtirs, swirling the dust in the street, curlsand



hollows, empty and full. ? | haveto go,? | explain, ? my wifésaone? ? | walk home through the empty
sreets, thinking of Myryam and things | can do for her. Ask her advice and cal on her to see how she's
doing. Shed like that.

The light's on, but the room feels cool. Haribas Sitting on the bed, shivering and crying. ? Wheredid you
go!?

? | went tothe Moussin,? | say. | Sit down next to her. Her skinishot and dry, her hair lank and aily. ? |
sold dl of the wreaths you made but one.?

? | didn't know where you'd gone! ? Hariba says. ? Y ou were gone! ?

? I'm herenow,? | say and hold her and stroke her hair. ? Sweet girl, I'm here now.?
? | was scared,? shesays. ? | thought you'd gone back.?

? I'msorry,? | say. Oh, | fed bad. ? I'm sorry, sweetheart.?

? | thought you'd gone back to Mbarek-salah. | thought you'd left me hereto die.?

? Shhh,? | say. ? Shhh, you're not going to die. I'll take care of you.?

? You'rejust ababy here,? shewhispered. ? I've got to take care of things.?

? 1 met awoman, awidow, a the Moussin. She bought your greet big wreath, the one with the canna
liliesand the roses and the lemon leaves??

Haribalooks up at me and nods. | wipe at the tear stains with my thumb.

? Her son waskilled in alorry accident, oh, ayear ago, maybe. She bought your wreath for him. She's
going to help me find ajob, maybe asawaiter. Do you think I'd be agood waiter??

? | don't know,? Haribasays. Sherests her head against my chest. ? Maybe. You didn't tell her, did
you? Y ou didn't tell her about us??

? No, sweetheart. | told her my wifewasill.?
Shyly, Haribasays, ? You told her | was your wife??

| kiss her forehead. Ah, I've said theright thing. ? Of course. Now you go to deep so you can fed
better.?

? I'm not going to get better,? she says.

? It dways fedsthat way when we're sick. When we're sick, we can't remember what it'sliketo fed
good. Now liedown.? She's prickly and unhappy. My poor Hariba

? Do harni get Sck?? sheasks.
? Of coursewedo,? | say. ? We get sck, wefal down and hurt oursaves. Just like you.?

That'swhat she wants. Humans always want us to be human, but we aren't. | Sit and watch her go to
deep.

| share 98 percent of my DNA with Hariba, but so does a chimpanzee, and | know Haribawouldn't like
to think she had run away with achimpanzee. I'm not, though, I'm a harni . 98 percent is anumber, 2



percent isanumber, these are numbers I've been taught, but they don't explain differences.

| wasbornin acréche. | wasthe only maein asibling group of five. More humans want femae harni
than male, so there are eight femalesto every mae. | had four sstersjust like mysdf. Weweredl one, in
theway of harni, amos indistinguishable, until we werefive years old and we had to start deeping in
separate beds and going to different classes so we would differentiate. We cried. We were cast out of
paradise and after that we were never whole again. | learned that my sisters had names-Isna, Sardalas,
Dakhla, and Kenitra-and the more they went each to her separate classroom, the more they changed in
different directions. Our teachers had trouble telling us apart, but the other harni in the créche didn'.
And because | was aboy, | changed most of al. | learned | had aname. | learned | was aone.

Before we were separate, we didn't play like humans. After we were separated, we would mimic each
other alot. And sometimes wed play pretend. Wed play that my sisters had been sold to a human, and
because | wasthe boy, | had to be the rich man who bought them. I'd Sit in the chair and order them to
do thingsfor me: ? Brushmy hair,? or ? Bring memy shoes.? Then they would go off to their room,
which was usualy Isnas bed because it was closest to the wall and farthest from the door, and they
would pile on top of each other like mice keegping warm and lie together, happy in the touch and smdll of
each other. Alonein thechair, I'd fed the air on my skin and the way the edge of the seat cut into my
thighs, until | couldn't stand it. I'd say that | was coming to inspect their quarters and when | pretended to
find them, they would take mein and teach me harni ways, until | declared I'd never be human again.
and then I'd curl up with them on the narrow bed and smdll the milky smell of usdl together.

Of course, humans can't be harni . They try when they have sex, even if they don't know what they're
trying for, but they're always apart and ways alone. Once | grew up, | was aways aone, too, but the
differenceis, | remember when it wasn't that way.

Hariba saysit'ssilly to go to the Moussin with only one wreath. Her need tears at me, little hooks tugging
while her demand that | be human, be the man, and take care of things pushes me away and out.

? Myryam might bethere,? | explain. ? She'sgoing to help mefind ajob to support us.?

? No, no, no, no, no,? Haribamurmurs.

? Liedown,? | say, soft. ? I'll St here until you go to deep.?

But Haribacan't deep. ? Am1 goingto die?? she asks.

? No,? | say, ? you're going to get better.?

Her head aches. She's miserable.

? Do you want meto get adoctor?? | ask.

? No,? shesaysfiercely, ? no doctor. A doctor would know that I'm jessed and that | ran away.?
? Okay,? | promise. ? | won't call adoctor.?

She's soothed and she pushes the pillow away and lays her cheek against the sheet. She doesn't close her
eyes. They are vacant and bruised. | rub her back. She'swearing a cotton shift and it's damp and
transparent-two white chalky tablets have broken her fever for abit of time, making her perspire. The
vertebrae are like the bones of asnake, aridge under her sand-colored skin. They curl down into the
small of her back and curve up over her shouldersto twist where her head isturned and disappear into



her hair.
? Yougoon,? shesaysabsently, far away.

She can't be made happy. | st for awhile, hopeless and hopeful until she dozes. Findly freed, | pull the
sheet over her and kiss her on thetemple, and leave her lying there.

Outsde on the street the hot dry wind curlsthe dust into adevil, turning and turning, and | follow it to the
souk to buy rice. Maybe Hariba can keep it down. Shewasworried that | wasleaving. I'll surprise her
by coming back early and feed her sweet milky chai, spoonful by spoonful.

A woman without avell isbargaining with aman about oranges and there is something familiar about her
that makes me stop. Then | redlize, it isn't that she'sfamiliar because | know her, it's because she'sa
harni .

| haven't seen another harni since| left the créche.

She cocks her head and flirts with the stallman while hefills her bag with oranges. He puts an extrain for
her.

She turns around and sees me. She's enough like meto be my sigter-athough sheisn't my creche-mate.
? Why areyou here?? she asks.

? I'm with someone, but she'ssick,? | say. ? | want to get her somerice and chai.?

? | know whereto buy it,? shesays.

| want to touch her and she wants to touch me, to collgpse together skin to skin and feedl someone elsg,
but we're here in this human souk, so | follow her between the marketmen. She reaches back with one
dim hand and catches my wrist, her skin dry and warm, and takes me behind astall into aspace just
wide enough for us and we wrap ourselves around each other. | smell her skin and her hair and her dry,
dightly cinnamon smell. She nuzzles the base of my neck, smelling me. Relax. Relax, her scent saysto
me. We are one.

We stay there only afew moments, and then | follow her out to buy chai and rice.
? I'mintrouble,? | say. ? Haribahas run away-she's jessed-and we don't have any money.?

? I'll come back here tomorrow,? the harni saysin answer. She gives me an orange. | want to embrace
her again, to fed safe. | want to take her with me back to Hariba.

She takes me to astalman who sdlls fragrant basméti rice, and then we leave the souk and find atea
shop where | can buy chai.

? Doyou live near here?? | ask her.

? My owner does,? she says.

? Inthe Nekropolis??

She shrugs. ? | come shopping at thistime most days.?

? Tomorrow?? | ask.



? Tomorrow,? she promises.

She doesn't wear avell because she'sa harni and therefore not a decent woman. Her hair runs down her
back like ahot black tongue, shining in the sun. I remember the touch of her dry hand. Theinsde of the
teashop iscool and smells of mint and cinnamon. Hariba hasto edt.

| haveto buy acup sincel didn't bring one, but they have green tea chai, which Hariba likes better than
black teachai. It's milky, spiced, and swest.

? Hariba,? | whisper when | get home.

? AKhmim?? she asks.

? | brought you some chai.?

? Ohhh, Akhmim,? she says, grateful I've comeback. ? | cant, | can't drinkit, I'll get Sick.?
? Drink alittle,? | say. ? Y ou haveto have something.?

| sit on the bed and coax her with spoonfuls, asif feeding achild. | push her hair back off her face. ?
Akhmim,? shesays, ? I'm afraid. What are we going to do??

? I'mhere,? | say. ? I'll take care of you.?

It istheright thing to say, and her little happiness, her rdief, softens the room.

In the late afternoon | go to the Moussin of the White Falcon, but Myryam doesn't come that evening.

At night | lay down in bed next to Hariba, craving the touch of someone. For afew minutes she lets our
skin touch. Her skinishot and dive. Supple and smooth and faintly damp. | can smell therich odor of
her unwashed hair. | think of the harni in the souk and of her touch. | close my eyes. I'm calm. Lonely,
but not quite aslondly with Hariba here beside me.

After afew minutes, Hariba shifts, moving alittle away. She can't degp againgt me, nor can she stand it if
| deep againgt her. She can only alow so much touch.

The next morning the souk isfull of wind and dust and women wrap their veils around their facesto keep
the grit out of their teeth. | wait for my harni . Skin of my skin, bone of my bone, where are you?

Atlast | see her. Her hair istied up, but pieces have escaped and blow around. She holds her hand up to
the side of her face, trying to block the dust.

She beckonsme and | follow her back to the tea shop. I'm hoping that we'll go behind astdl again, but
with the wind so bad the cotton cloths snap and bell and there is no sensible place for usto hide. It'stoo
easy to imagine the shape of our bodiesin the full-bdllied cloth and the stalman thinking we were human
lovers.

Thetea shop lets us get out of thewind, at least.

I'm hungry, but after paying for our room, | don't have very much money left. | ask for mint tea. The
harni sits down across from me. No one here has ever seen a harni, no one here even knows to think
we might not be human.



? Y ou need something to eet,? she says. She sgnasthe waiter and telshim to bring usflaky dough
pocketsfilled with beans and orange and figs. ? And apot of black teawith milk,? she adds.

Sheleansforward. ? | can get youwork,? she says.
? Ah? | say, relieved. ? What??

? You can rent yoursdf asaservant,? shesays. ? For afew hoursat atime. My owner can help you.
Hedoesit with me.?

? Doyouthink | could doit??
Sheshrugs. ? Itisn't hard.?

? What? 1'd help when they needed more people?? 1'm thinking of the mistresss bismek games. ? Serve
food??

? No,? shesays, ? sex. Humans are aways|ooking for someone to have sex with them.?

Haribaisn't. Sex frightens her, adthough shelovesto be kissed. But I'm relieved, sex iseasy. ? You mean
like aprodtitute.?

She nodded. ? But you mustn't call usthat. My owner gets angry when you do.? Sheflipsher hair over
her shoulder. She hasa high, strong nose and beautiful eyes. Humanswould think she'slovely. I'm happy
to just be with her. It's much easier than trying to anticipate Haribas fedings. She doesn't require meto
talk, and | don't require her to talk. Being close to her makes meitch. | want skintouch. | want to smell
her. If we could just go somewhere and curl up together, my happiness would be complete.

? Can we go somewhere?? | say.
? 'Can we go somewhere? ? she mimics me, sounding plaintive, and laughswith ddight. Harni games.
| Stinmy chair like awoman and flip my hair back.

We laugh together, and the sound blends until it sounds like one laugh, neither male nor female.

The harni 's houseis on the edge of the Nekropolis, outside the wall. It'sarea house on an old Street.
The house next door has acrumbling wall. There are bricks in the street and plastic sheeting to keep the
wind out. The harni 's house looks strong and tight.

Her owner isaman of middle age, neither short nor tall, with hair that thinsto a bare coin-sized patch at
his crown. He's quick and has an oddly ddlicate way of using his hands. He'stalking to a short man
ddivering oil and as hetaks hetagps his pdm with onefinger. Hisfingernails are beautifully manicured.

Heturnsto us, frowning, and then his eyebrowsfly up and he says, ? Ah!? To the oilman he says, ? Al
right? All right??

? Yes, Karim-sdah,? the oilman says.

Karim beckonsto usto follow him acrossthe courtyard to his office. ? Yes, yes, yes,? hesays. ? St
down. Let melook at you. You're a harni, and you want to work for me. Y es??

? Yes, Karim-salah,? | say. | smilemy best, but he'stoo distracted. There's no making him happy, he's



busy, too busy, eyes on me, but hismind is everywhere.
? Have you had any experience serving people? For their pleasure? Y es? Y ou understand??
? Yes, | understand, but no, I've not? not redly.?

? Never mind,? hesays, ? youreaharni . You'real perverted, like foreigners. Ebuyeth, you show him
around? Then we will talk about money.?

? Yes, Karim-salah,? my harni says.

It'savery old-fashioned house. At the center is a courtyard with patterned tiles around the edges and
porticos on all four sides. The shuttered windows are closed, but the louversare opentoletinthear and
yellow draperiesfill and sigh in the doorways. At two opposite corners are stairways and on the second
and third floors are more covered wakways with more rooms opening off them.

? Up here,? saysthe harni and lifts her robesto climb the Sairs. ? These two sSdes? -she gesturesto
the west and the north of the open courtyard-? these are women. That Side? -she points towards the
eadt-? that isfor men and boys, and that? -she points to the south? -isfor us. Fadimal Tabi! Everyone,
I'm bringing anew onein! ? she calsand pulls aside the draperies to the women's side. Two children are
playing beside abig clay olivejar. A woman without avell isstting on acouch, putting hennaon the
backs of another woman's hands. There's aforeign hair wand on the floor, and magazines, and celebrity
picture printouts taped to the wdlls.

? Karim says he doesn't have any money,? saysthe one getting her hands painted. ? But he goesand
buysaharni .?

? No,? the harni says, ? heisindependent.?

? Independent?? saysthe woman. ? Who ownshim??

Who owns me, indeed? ? My owner isHariba,? | say, ? but she wishesto pretend we're free.?
? Tabi!? they cdl. ? Tabi! Come herel ?

Three more women come from rooms. Tabi isalittle woman with very round hips who has makeup
stains on her pink robe. A bare-chested boy, painted like agirl but with hissmall nipplesrouged, dides
around the curtain and another boy, barely dressed but without paint, follows him. The un-painted boy
has awater pipe and he drawsoniit.

? Put that down right here, Mouse,? says one of the women, but he just smiles, chin tucked down and
eyes cast Sideways at her, and draws more smoke.

? You don't want to work for Karim,? says one of the women.

Tabi rollsher eyes. ? Mashahana. Karim is no better and no worse than any of them.?
? How would you know?Y ou've never worked anywhere elsel ?

? Neither haveyou,? Tabi says.

? Areyou jessed?? | ask.

They dl laugh. ? Of course not,? saysthe onewho is painting the other's hands. ? We're not daves.
Except for the harni .?



The painted boy says, ? Do you think Karim will let us play some music??
The women hoot. ? Boy, do you want to pay for power out of your own pocket??

? | bought power cells on Wednesday and he said he'd pay me back! He hasn't let us play the music
syseminaweek,? the boy says.

? Theonly music Karim likesistheclink of coins.?

| had never seen acoin until | went to the souk with Hariba. 1 thought money was dl eectronic, but in the
Nekropolisthey ill use cash.

? Karimistoo gingy,? one of the women saysto no onein particular.
? Y ou can dways make your own music.?
Another woman hums and gets up and dances afew steps.

My harni pullsmy arm alittle and we duck out of the draperies and go to her side, whichisnow, |
assume, my side. She pulls back the drapery and agirl and aboy, coiled together on the rose-colored
couch, unfold. They are very young, and despite the differences of their sex, dike astwo young gazelles.
They look at me, resting on their ebows, the boy's hand resting on the girl'sthigh. The walls here are
bare and the floor is stained but bare.

Thereisnothing to say, only skin. | sit down on the couch and we al touch and pet each other and |
inhale young milky skinwithitsfaintly cinnamon scent. | dide my shoes off and for thefirst timesincel
|eft the creche to go to Mbarek-salah's, I'm we.

The light's very bright when the draperies are pulled aside. | can only blink and make out the silhouette.
? Mashahana, you harni are disgusting. Karimislooking for you and the new one, Ebuyeth.? 1t's Tabi.

| St up, away from the comfort of touch, and the perspiration on my skin driesin thedusty arr. | dip into
my shoes. I'm sorry Tabi doesn't like when we touch, but | can't help doing it, even if it would make her

happy.

? Youknow,? shesays, ? I'd understand if you had sex, dthough Mashahana knows, we dl get more of
that than anyone wants, but this piling on top of each other isunnaturd. Like ratsin winter.?

| follow Ebuyeth.

? The more of you there are together, theworseitis,? Tabi says.

It'snicein away, because she doesn't careif we answer or not. She'snot really talking to us at all.
Downgtairs Karim is sitting a his desk, papersin front of him.

? Youfindit dl stisfactory?? Karim says. ? Okay? Y ou will get forty percent?? He touches the papers
withthetip of astylus. ? Which isfair, because | provide the place, and arrange for the people to meet
you and make sure that if there istoo much roughness you don't have to serve that person again. I've
never done anything like this, had someone here who wasn't part of my household. Y ou understand, I'm
merely trying thisout. If it doesn't work out, you will haveto leave.? Hetaps histeeth with the stylus. ?
Come back thisevening, at dusk.?



The harni lets me out. | touch her hand, the warm, dry skin. | don't want to leave, but when | think of
Hariba, | know shell be upset.

It's afternoon and the day's nearly gone. The wind blows grit in my face and men go home bent againgt it,
with their djellabas pushed againgt their legs. The sunlight is angled harsh againgt the buildings.

| only have alittle money, enough to buy chai for Hariba, but maybe tomorrow I'll have more.

? Where have you been?? she sayswhen | comein. She's sitting in the bed with her knees drawn up to
her chin. Her face is bony and she's getting thin.

? I'vework,? | say. ? | found somework.?
? Ahhhh,? shesighs. ? What kind?? 1've pleased her.

? Waiting tables at aclub. But it'svery late. At first | don't know how much money | will make. I'm going
back tonight.?

? Tonight?? she says. She doesn't want to be left here.
? It'll beokay,? | promise. ? How are you feding? Are you getting better? | brought you some chai.?

| St next to her on the bed and feed her like a child. Shell take about half a cup and then she says no
more, afraid it will make her Sck.

? It'sjust ontrid tonight,? | say. ? | don't know if I'll make any money at dl.?
? Will they giveyou dinner?? Haribais ever-practica.

? Yes, | think they'll givemedinner.? | lie down beside her where she sits. ? | don't want to leave you
here.?

Sheamiles. ? You'retoo good to me. Put your head on my lap.? She strokes my forehead. ? What'sit
like? This place??

? It'son the edge of the Nekropalis, in aregular house, not a death house. The owner's nameis Karim
and he'salittle fussy. Hetalkstoo much.? | make my hand into amouth and makeit talk. ? HEsnice
enough, though.?

Shelaughs. ? Y ou charmed him, didn't you.?
? | don't know,? | say. ? He doesn't notice much except Karim.?

| make small talk with her and she's happy and even finishes her chai. Maybe she's adapting to not being
jessed. | don't think Hariba has had alot of happiness. Unlessit sneaks up on her, sheswary of it. | have
to ambush her to get her amiling.

? I'll make flowersfor awhile, when youreout,? she says.

? And then when | come back, | pick up dl these little snips of paper. It'sjust to make mework,? |
sy.

?Yes,? shesays. ? Work, my husband! ?

? Your flowers are beautiful .?



Hariba doesn't know how to flirt, but shelovesit.

| leave her feding good, sitting in the bed surrounded by sheets of paper. Soon I'll have money to buy her
more paper and she can make crisp, dry roses and stiff tulipsthat shimmer like silk.

Thewind istill blowing. I don't mind at firdt, but the wind wears at me until I'm glad to get to Karim's
house. Inside the door, the heat of the day isill inthewalls, warm and kind.

Karimisin hisoffice, and he directs me upstairs. The courtyard has astring of lights-red, green, yellow,
blue, white-shaped like candle flames. Upgtairs the drapes have been pulled aside so the front rooms are
al open, lit with soft lights, and everybody stsasif thiswereaplay. Thewomen aredl dressed in thin
robes and their rosy nipples and the triangles of their pubic hair are visible through the cloth. They'redl
painted and their hair is curled. One of the boys looks like abeautiful girl. Hisrobeis nearly transparent,
too, except it hasapand of fabric that runs down the front from neck to hem, hiding his sex.

The harni are dl naked. The woman and the girl each wear a gold chain necklace and dippers, but the
boy wears nothing at dl. | take off my clothes. I'm glad it'swarm in the room.

The women aretaking, in adesultory way, about nothing redly. ? So then, what did your cousin say??
? He said it was none of her business, anyway. He said what he did when he was working was his
business.?

Karim comesupgtairs. ? St on that couch,? he saysto me, pointing. ? Y ou're pretty old. Most people
want aboy. Stll, well see. Tabi? Iseverything dl right??

? Whoever sold you these figs stole your money,? she says.

Karim goes back downdtairs. Being aprogtitute isalot like being a servant-nothing much happens. A
little later aman comes up the stairs and hands one of the women alength of violet ribbon. She smilesup
at him, takes him by the hand, and leads him back into aroom.

? Violet meansora sex,? says Ebuyeth. ? Blue meansintercourse, red meansand sex.?
? Ahh,? | say, pleased to be enlightened.
? For your customers, use that room,? she says, and pointsto adoorway on my |eft.

The next man comes with a blue ribbon for the harni girl. She stands up. She's young; her body has
hardly any curves and her breasts are tiny, pointed things. She doesn't look at the man, but keeps her
head down, asif she were shy.

? Hello, Ubu Hraith-sdah,? shesaysin alittle voice and leads him to aroom.
A sarvant girl hurries upstairs and says, ? Tabi, Fadima, Suyet, downdairs.?
Tabi sghsand getsto her feet and the girls go. There are voices and music downdairs.

More men come up and take Ebuyeth, some of the other women, the painted boy dressed asagirl, and
the other boy who is painted but wearstrousers.

Finaly aman comes up holding ared ribbon and stopsin front of me. He holds out the ribbon to me.
He'smiddle-aged and hisfaceisheavily lined.

| take the ribbon and lead him to the room that my harni told meto use. | wonder how much money Il
make. Theroom istiny and dim. Thereisalamp covered with ared cloth and the whole room is red.



Theman'sfaceisred, asif he stood in front of afire. HEs rritated with me. 1t'll be hard to make him
happy-I'm not sure he wants me to.

? Do you want meto lieon the bed?? | ask.
? | want you to knedl. Face that way,? he says.

On the table beside the bed there are jars and packages. He takes a wide-mouthed jar and and smears
my asswithit. It's cold and the goose bumps stand up on the skin of my thighs. Then he pullsup his
robes and, looking over my shoulder, | seethat his cock isaroused. He smearsit with the same gd. Then
he gets on the bed, on his knees, and knee-walks until he is between my legs.

He putsthetip of it against me and pushesit in. | tighten up. ? Reax,? he snaps.

It hurts. The skin fedstretched. | relax asbest | can. | can redly only fed him at the opening, and insgde
adrange sensation, asif | need to defecate redly badly. It hurts. I'm trying to figure out if hewantsit to
hurt or not.

He starts to move back and forth. | grit my teeth and kneel on the uneven surface of the bed. | fed asif
I'mtornand | can't help making acry, but he doesn't seem to notice. | drop my head and breathe out
through my mouth-harsh bresths.

Finally he shudders and pulls out. He gets off the bed and walks out without looking back at me.

| don't know if | did well, or if | did badly and he'smad at me, but | hurt and I'm startled and not sure
what to do. When | stand up, alittletrickle of blood runs down the inside of my leg. | find awashcloth
and dipitin cold water and try to clean mysalf up. | walk bowlegged back out to where the harni boy
and Ebuyeth are Sitting.

Ebuyeth takes me back to aplace where | can clean up better and washes me, then puts acold gel on
that makes me fed numb. Then we lean together for awhile. Skintalk.

We go back out and wait.

That night | have one more customer, but he wants oral sex. He's dark, darker than anyone | know, and
hishair liesin tight curls againg his head. He hasfleshy, femininelips. | think, From theway heis dressed,
he drivesalorry or does some sort of construction work. He follows meinto the little room. In thelittle
room | catch the smdl of him-unwashed mae. His knuckles are grimy. When he drops his pants, the
amell isstronger. HeE's wearing no under-clothing.

Hewon't look a me.

Ord sex iseasy, dthough a couple of times| choke. He grabs my head near the end and pumps away,
but afterward he smilesat me and | smile back. He's pleased.

Some nights| don't have any customers and some nights I've five or six. Karim seems pleased enough by
the arrangement. After the customers, | stay for awhile with the harni before | go back to Hariba.

She's getting thinner. Her knee knobs are thicker than her thighs and her collarbones stand out like wings.
Sometimes she has afew good hours, but then the headaches come back and she gets sick. The
headache pills make her ssomach hurt.



Two weeks after | start working, | find adesth house we can rent. It's more comfortable than the hotel
and not as expensive. The death houses are smal and square, with thick walls where the coffins have
been closed up in the masonry. Sometimes two desth houses will be joined back-to-back. They have
tiny windows and they're dark, but they are sturdy and cool in the day and warm at night.

? Youll fed better here,? | tell Hariba. She'stoo frail to walk. | hired apedicab to bring her here. But
the death house makes her happy. ? It'snice. It'salot likethe onel grew upin, but here, ours didn't
havethiscarving onthelinte! ? She holds her vell together, her fist tight against her chest. She points out
thingstome.

| settle her on her pallet with her lamp and her paper. Thereisabank of solar collectors on the roof, and
| buy aburner and apot and apan and were al right, 1 think, for the moment. She's happier and | can
fed thewarmth of it.

The headache is bad and she has dry heaves. Then she liesback and | stroke her damp forehead. ? I'm
not afraid to die,? she says.

? Ak Tabi,? Ebuyeth saysin the evening. ? Tabi might know what to do.?

Tonight Tabi iswearing her pink robe, and she has rubbed rouge into her nipples. She's putting her hair
up into aknot with along tall hanging out of it. For ashort woman she hasalot of hair.

? Youlook delicious,? | say.

She accepts the compliment. Tabi doesn't didike us, but she thinkswe're very intelligent animals.
? 1 need your advice, Tabi,? | say.

? If youreredly going to talk to me, go put some clotheson,? she says.

| go put on my shirt and come back.

She sighs and shakes her head.

? It'sabout my? -I'm not sure what to call Hariba-? my owner,? | findly say. ? She was jessed, and we
ran away.?

Tabi cocks her head a me. ? That was tupid,? she says.
?Yes? | say, ?yes, | know. But shefdt shehadto.?
? The poor thing thinks she'sin love with you, doesn't she.?

| shrug. ? Shel'ssick, al thetime, because of the jessing. She has headaches and her ssomach issick and
if she doesn't eat something, shell starve to degth.?

Tabi letsher hair fal. ? Why don't you just go back??
? They would put her in prison, she says.? They would put me down as unstable. I'm not ready to die.

Tabi stretches out one leg and studiesit. ? Y oumight try hashish,? she saysfindly. ? It's good when
your somach is upset.?

? Do you have some?? | ask.



? Ak Mouse,? shesays. ? Mouseslsit.?

Mouse sellsme abit no bigger than my thumb. ? Do you have a pipe? I've got one you can have.?
Mouse'sroom isadusty mess. It'sanarrow room with ahigh window and there are clothes adl over the
floor-surprising because Mouse doesn't wear much, ever. |'ve never seen Mouse with shoes on, but
there are a pair of sandas and three shoes. He rummages under the bed, hisskinny assinthe air, then he
looks into awide-mouthed jar, like the kind housewives use to store oil. He pulls out apair of scissors, a
spoal of ribbon with much of the ribbon off the spool and winding through the contents of the jar, a
chopstick with aburned end, amuch crumpled scarf, and a plagtic toy truck the size of my hand before
he evidently seeswhat hewants. ? Here,? he says.

Theclay pipeisaslong asmy finger and it doesn't look asif it's ever been used. ? How much?? | ask.
Heghrugs. ? I've got abunch of them somewhere. Nothing. Are you going to smoke it??

?No,? | say, ?it'sfor Hariba.?

? Issheaharni ?7?

? No, she's human. She's sick and she can't eat. Tabi thought hashish would help her.?

? It will, it'sgood for that. | was wondering because harni don't smoke hashish, | mean, not that | know
of. She's not pregnant, is she??

?No,? | say.

? It'snot good for pregnant women,? he says, serious.
? Thank you,? | say.

? Why don't harni smoke hashish?? he asks.

? | don't know.?

? Doesit work for you??

| shrug. ? Probably. Wine makes me drunk. But | think it isn't what we want. | think humans smoke
hashish and drink wine because they're lonely, and even when they're together, they're fill lonely, and
they smoke and drink to forget.?

? Maybe,? Mouse says, looking into thejar. ? Let me know if you need more.? Hisvoice seemsto
comefromthejar.

| go back to the harni and wash Ebuyeth's hair and we dl sit on the balcony in the last of the evening sun
soit will dry. We gt dl together so we dl touch and | close my eyesand our skinisagaingt skin. Then |
forgot [-am-1 and I'm just warm sunlight and skin and cinnamon scent.

The only time the boy and the girl are ever gpart iswhen one or the other has a client. What would
happen if we were alowed to grow up right? Without being separated in the creche, without being taught
where our skin ended and someone el se's skin began. It would have been niceto find out.

It'stoo late for me, though. I'm aware of mysdlf most of the time. | even enjoy being together in a harni
pile asmysdlf. Whenever thereis ? 1? thereis ? other? and when they separated my siblingsand me, |
became ? 1?7 andlost dl therest to ? other.?



| like sex. | have one client who comes and does ora sex to mewhile | do ora sex to him, lying head to
genitalsonthe bed. | likethefeding and | like coming. Like hashish and wine, in the moment of coming
thereis utter forgetfulness of salf. But that's as close as humans ever seem to cometo the merging of ? 1?
and ? other? -the momentary forgetfulness of separation, which isn't the same.

That'swhy humans are only happy when they are doing, because when they're absorbed in something
they forget the awful londiness of being themselves.

? | brought you something,? | tel Haribain themorning. ? Tabi said it would help you fed better.?
? WhoisTahi?? sheasks, deepy.

? The owner'swifewhere | work,? | say.

? Medicing,? she says, sounded defeated.

? Tohdpyou not fed sck.?

? If | fed sck, how can | takethismedicineso | don't fed sick?? shesays, but smilesatired amile,
trying not to be peevish.

? Ah? | say, ? therésthe secret. Y ou smokeit.?

She sits up and pushes her heavy hair back from her face. ? What isit??

? Hashish,? | say, and push back astrand of hair that falls back across her forehead.

? Akhmim!? she says. ? Hashish? Old men sit at hashish bars and smokeit, it'snot amedicine! ?

? Tabi sadit would help,? | say, coaxing and cgoling. With Hariba sick, it's hard to get moments of
peace. I'm dways anxious, trying to please, trying to satisfy.

?1? can't,? shesays. But | know | can get her to do it. She doesn't have the energy to resist. | Sit on the
bed next to her and she watches with dull eyeswhile | unped the foil from around the hashish. It'sdark,
resinous stuff. | put somein the bowl of the pipe and light amatch, and, asI've seen men do, lay the
lighted match across the bowl and carefully hand her the pipe.

She takes adraw and coughs out smoke. ? It's harsh, ? shesays, ? and the smokeis hot .?

? It'sokay,? | say. ? Try agan.?

She managesto hold it amoment before coughing, and then she hands me the pipe, shaking her head. ? |
can't, Akhmim, | can't.?

Sheliesback. Her eyes are watering and | wipe them with the edge of the sheet. ? It'sokay,? | say. ?
It'll get better.? Her plain square faceisvery dear to me. Sometimes it amazes me that we aren't the
samething, that she's human. Her otherness hits me most a moments like thiswhen I'm understanding her
well and | suddenly wonder how much of that understanding isjust my assumptions of sameness, and
then | wonder what she's redlly thinking and fegling. Her face becomes familiar and Strange. She'sredly a
dranger in my life, this human, who has turned everything upside-down.

She doesn't know I'm looking at the anima sheis, human animd. | stroke her hand as akind of apology.
| livewith her every day, in this place of animals. In abit the strangeness will pass and shelll be just



Haribato meagain.

? Try somemore,? | say.

? Akhmim,? she protestsweakly, ? | can't.?

But she does. After ahit, | can seethat her pupilsare big and dark. ? | fed strange,? she says.
? Itshashish.?

? | know,? she says, and pauses asif she were going to say something, but doesn't say anything.
? Have somerice.?

? | wish we had something swest,? she says.

? How about alittle milk and honey inyour rice?? | offer. | make akind of pudding of therice, cooking
itin milk and egg and sweetening it and even dugting alittle cinnamon on top. She egtsit in tiny bites off
the spoon, but she eats dl of it, the whole bowl, and then, her shrunken stomach full, shefalsadeep. | lie
down next to her in the dim, cool desth house, with the dates of the dead in the wall barely visible, and
deep, dreaming of sex and cinnamon.

In the evening she smokes more hashish, doing better thistime. ? | will become aregular rich man'swife,
? shesays, ? expecting my hashish.? She'slanguid and happy and something rises within me, eased.

| buy sometangineto celebrate, but dthough she eats alittle of it, the stew of pigeon and fruitin pastry is
too rich for her. ? Make merice pudding,? shebegs, so | do, and watch to make sure she eats most of
it before running out into the hot evening to go to Karim's house. I'm dmost sad to go, it'snice to be with
Haribawhen she's smoked the hashish.

? Tabhi,? | say, coming up the dtairs. ? Tabi! ?

Tabi isgtting in her room, peering into amirror a her eye makeup. ? It'stoo hot for dl thisrushing
around,? shesays.

| kissthetop of her head. ? Thank you, thank you. The hashish redlly helped.?
Tabi amiles, genuindy pleased.

Mouse sells me more, and suggeststhat | buy awater pipe. ? It coolsthe smoke,? hesays. ? Itll be
eader for her.? Hetellsmewhereto buy one.

It'shot, so I'm glad to strip my clothes. | Sit hip to hip with Ebuyeth, skin to skin, while the boy and the
girl lie together on the couch, watching nothing with deepy, empty eyes. Away from human needsissuch
arelief.

Thegirl isthebusiest of dl of us. Most nights she has an unending stream of customers. They comein
looking for her. Some are hopeful, some are hangdog, afew, herefor their first time, are scared, but very
few are happy.

My first customer isherefor and sex. I'velearned alot sncethefirst night. Ana sex isn't that bad. | take
him back into my little room with its red wash of light. | have abasin and acloth and first | have himlie
down and | soap hispenisand clean it gently until it's tanding for me. Then | usethe gd, warmingitin
my hands before | put it on him. He watches me, hisrobe hiked up so that heis exposed and vulnerable,
but he likesthe fed of my hands. | don't fed asif hewants meto talk, and when | glance a him, helooks



away. | don't look at him again.

He's not pretty, thisone. Hisface is sunken in and he has athin beard full of white and gray. Histhighs
arethin, hiscavesare poor. His breath smells.

When I've greased him up, | grease mysdlf. I'velearned to relax, and it's easy now. One customer told
me a human can never relax theway a harni can-he said it so I'd know that he considered me no better
than adut by nature, so after that 1'd act ashamed for him and he was pleased.

Thereisdways some resistance a firdt, the customer must push past the tight ring of sphincter. That is
where most of thefedling isfor me. Once heisinsdeme, | fed him asafullness, and deeper insde me, a
pleasant excitement, if I'm not too tired to care.

Thisonesighs, ? Ahhh,? ashe pushesinsde me.

| think of Hariba and of how I'd like to deep while heis pumping. Aslong as he doesn't come out of me
unexpectedly, | don't have to think much to stay relaxed.

It's hard, working al night and tending to Hariba during the day. I'd like to deep for awhole night. I'd like
the smooth suppleness of skin, warm and living, lying next to me as| fell adegp. Maybeif | don't have
many customers, | can deep tonight.

That'swhat | think while he jerks and moans.

After midnight, we have soup and bread. The girl has a bad tooth and she soaks her bread until the crust
is soft before eating it. | go downstairs and find Karim.

? Put arobe on if you come downgtairs,? he says absently.

? Yes, Kaim-sdah,? | say. ? Thegirl hasatoothache.?

? Wassyla?? hesays.

| don't know her name. ? The harni, ? | say.

? Holy One,? Karim mutters. ? Now adentist bill. Can she still work??
? | believes0,? | say.

He getsup and | follow him down the hall, watching his hedslick at the hem of hisrobe ashewalks. He
comes upgtairs. A rare enough thing. Thereisaflutter anong the human girls. Ebuyeth stswith her hands
in her 1ap. The girl and the boy gaze up mutely.

? Your tooth hurts?? he asks.

? Yes, Karim-salah,? shesays. I'verarely heard her voice. It's sweet and high.

? Open your mouth,? he says, and takes her facein hishand to tilt her head back. ? Which one??
? Onetheleft 9de,? shesays, ? on the bottom.?

? Her cheek isswollen,? the boy says. I've heard hisvoice even lessthan the girl's. It might dmost be
hers, dropped an octave but still sweet.

She winces dightly when Karim touches her cheek.



? All right,? Karim says, ? enough for tonight. Y ou go in back and go to deep.?

? Karim-sdah,? shesays, ? may | stay out here??

He has dready started to walk away and he turnsaround in aswirl of striped robe. He looks suspicious.
? I'll work, if youwant,? she says.

Hefrowns.

? Shedoesn't want to beaone,? | say. ? Sheé'sa harni, Karim-sdah.?

Helooks at me, then at her, then at al of us, frowning. ? All right,? he saysfinaly, and turnson hished
and goes downdtairs. Thegirl stayswith usal night, but no one has aribbon for her, and when we aren't
working, we stay touching her until finaly, when the night isover, Tabi brings her an andgesic patch.
Thereisthe sharp smell of rubbing alcohol when she pedlsit open. | can till smell it over the cinnamon
skin smell whenweall curl up together to deep for afew hours.

Haribaisready for her hashish when | get home, and after I've gotten her to eat some sweet rice.

| think about ways to make things better, but | can't think of anything. | wouldn't give up being with the
harni, and | can't leave Haribaaone and sick. Hariba brought me here, and | won't forget that, not even
for the pleasure of harni company.

| watch her deep on the bed. Her skinisdry. I'll get some of Tabi's oil and oil Hariba's skin until it's soft
and supple and warm. | deep and dream of men's bodies and the thingsthat | can do that excite them,
like apuzzle of organs and openings. It isn't abad dream, just tiring.

? Akhmim??

I'mwalking near the Moussin of the White Falcon, looking for a shop that Mouse told me about where
can buy awater pipeto replacethelittle clay pipe | got from Mouse and some hashish. The hashish, he
promises, isdecently priced and I'll be glad to have made the trip.

? Akhmim?? It'sthe widow, Myryam, who bought Hariba's cannalily wreath.

? Hello! Hello!? | say, and her face meltswith relief.

? | waited for you twice,? she saysand shakesafinger at me.

? Oh, pardon! ? | say. ? | found ajob in the evenings and | haven't been able to wait there for you! ?
She's pleased to have the excuse to forgive me. She asks me about my wife,

| lift my handsin alittle helpless gesture.

? Ah,? shesays, ? poor thing. Listen, then, I've found you ajob. Not ared job at first? -she makes
vague motionswith her hands-? but there isaman that my brother knows, he needs someone to take
care of vigtors, show them placesfor afew hours.?

| start to say that I've ajob, but the hashish for Haribais expensive. ? Every day?? | say.

? No, not at first,? shesays. ? Just once or twice aweek. But you're such adecent young man, I'm



certain ther€lll be more and more opportunities.?

| think about it. The sun'shot and the air isso dry it makes your nose bleed. A few hours, maybe it
would pay for the hashish.

The man that her brother knows is younger than | expected. ? Myryam sent you?? he says. Hisnameis
Yussf. ? Good. Haveyou lived heredl your life??

? No,? | admit, ? | used to live outside of here, about an hour and a half away.?

? Hmm,? hesays. | fed hisdisappointment. ? Well, you could follow Saad on atour for a couple of
days, assist, and well seeif you pick up the spidl. Y ou know thisis only a couple of times aweek??

? Myryamtold me.? | smileto show thisisn't any problem. That | like him.

? Saad istaking agroup to the souk and the Moussin in? -he leans back to check the clock on thewall-
? forty-five minutes. Can you go with him??

?Sure,? | say.

? It'snot hard, if you're good with people. Some people can do it, some can't.? Helooks past me and
out the door. ? Some, like Saad, never get it right.? Hegrins. ? Oh, Saad, didn't see you standing there.
?

Saad isdight, with graying hair. He shakes his head, but heissmiling. ? Taking haf-naked foreignersto
the Moussin isn't enough punishment. | have to have abosswho isacrazy man.?

? It'sabusinessfor theinsane,? Yusef says.
? That'strue,? says Saad.

We drink mint tea and they complain about the people they take around. ? Foreigners,? Y usef says, ?
they aren't bad. Y ou show them the Moussin, you tell them acouple of stories about martyrs, that's all
they want.?

The foreigners come on abig lorry-bus. I'm expecting the women to have on next to nothing, but they are
decently, if oddly, covered. They wear long skirts and sandd's colored like children's candy. The men
wear white shin-length caftans over their bright shirts and sand-colored trousers. Their shoesare big,
complicated thingswith lacesand ties. They dl look club-footed, but they walk al right.

They have atrandator with them, awomen with strands of windblown hair showing under her scarf. She
comes up to us, her shoulders hunched and her mouth pinched. Her eyes areinvisible behind big
sunglasses. Then sheamiles. ? Yusef, Saad. We're not late??

? Late?? Yusef says. ? No, not at al.?

? They dl dressed for the Moussin. They'redl right??

? They arefine,? Saad says. ? They understand that the women can't go into the sanctuary??
? Yes. Into the Moussin, but not the sanctuary.?

The woman talks asif she were aman. I've never seen aforeigner before. Her skinispink and ddlicate,



but the wind's reddened her cheeks and roughed her up.

Sheturns and talks to them in their language, beckoning. The crowd straggles over. She introduces Saad,
who greetsthem in their language. But that's all of it that he speaks. He outlines the tour, stopping to let
her trandate. | study the foreigners, their faces as pale as cheese. A few talk to each other, but most of
them listen like school children, carefully watching Saad when he speaks dthough they don't understand
him.

He takes them down the street to ateashop and | follow. They sit down and the owner poursthem
watery mint tea.

? Y ou said we wouldn't be coming here again,? the foreign woman says.
Saad shrugs. ? Y usef makesthe decisons, | can only suggest.?

? | get complaints about this place every time.? She starts to say more, but someone calls out to her and
she goes over to talk to them.

? It'snot very good tea,? Saad saysto me, ? but they don't redlly care.?

It's ot avery nice teashop, ether, but it's big enough for al of them. A regular tea shop would have
been too busy anyway, there wouldn't have been enough chairs. They sp theindifferent teawhile the
owner shows them brass and silver braceletsto buy.

Eventualy Saad has the foreign woman round them up again and we troop back up the street to the
lorry-bus. It'satal narrow thing with steps up. Saad directs me to the front seet, so high | look down on
thedriver. It's cool insde and the windows are like smoke, just cutting the glare of the day. The
movement of the air raises goose bumps on the skin of my arms.

The city looks different from the bus-distant.

Theforeigners smile at me asthey climb on and file past. A couple say, ? Good morning,? badly. | say,
? Good morning? back to them.

We go to the souk first, and Saad explains that we are going to go to the street of gold and then to look
at carpets. They dl get off in singlefileand clump at the edge of the bus. | get off the busand the heat is
like a blanket, welcome after the chill of the bus. Saad and the foreign woman walk off and the foreigners
follow and so do I. I've never been to the street of gold.

Itisn'tlikel picturedit. A street of gold should be abit more astonishing, | think, but trash gtill collectsin
the gutters and most of the shops don't have much gold. | haven't walked very far before I'm hot-the bus
isvery cold.

Saad explains how the street of gold has been in the bazaar in one form or another for nearly two
millennia. At onetime there were four hundred jewelers working here, and beggars used to sft the dust
for gold. They'd scoop up the dirt out of the street and put it in a pan and pour water over it, then they'd
swirl the water around-he gestures to show the motion while the forelgn woman trandates-and the
heavier gold flake would settle to the bottom of the flat pan.

| think it soundsimpossible, but the foreigners seemto likeit. Ssad'salittlelikea harni . Helives off of
making these people happy.



Hetdls them the names of some of the familieswho have been herefour and five hundred years. Hetdls
them how to tell good-quality gold from stuff that's been adulterated.

Hetdlsthem about the symbols of our country: thelion, the eagle, the goat, and the snake. ? Watch for
theminjewdry,? he says. | wonder why anyone would want to come and be lectured at. He acts asiif
they aredl children.

The foreigners disperse to shop.
? That'sdl?? | ask.
Saad shrugs. ? They cometo shop,? he says. ? The Moussinisdifferent.?

| walk down the street. Two women are trying to learn the price of something. They keep motioning for
the jeweler to write it down, but he doesn't seem to understand.

? How much?? | ask him.

He'sold, and his eyes disappear in wrinkles when he smiles.

| write the sum down on one of the women's minders. She'slooking at abracelet.
| pick up asmooth piecethat endsin lion headsand openit. ? This? | say.

Shedutifully holds out her arm and | let it close around her wrigt. It'shard to tell how old foreigners are.
Sheislovely and looks like agirl, but she haslines around her eyes and mouth, asif she's been kept
atificidly young.

She and her companion look at the bracelet, chattering. Her companion isolder. | can tdl that, even if
her companion's hair isyoung and red.

She asks the shopkeeper how much for the bracelet. The sum hetells her isfar too high-1 writeit on the
date, but draw aline through it and write down half the amount and show it to them.

The shopkeeper bargains with me. The amount we agree on is still way too high, but they areforeigners.

Thewoman is delighted and embarrassed. The older woman wants something, too, so | walk with them
until shefindsabraceet shelikes. It'sflat and chased with a pattern of orange leaves and curliques.

When both women have their bracelets, | find Saad. I'm not sure how long well stay here. HE's been
watching me with the two women.

? If you do that for one,? Saad says, ? they'll dl wantit.? But he'ssmiling. Theforeign woman who
trandates smiles, too.

Thisiseasy. These people want very much to be pleased.

But I'm not working with the harni . I'd rather deep.

When | come back home, Haribais shaking in fever. ? Akhmim,? she says, reaching out for me. Her
need for meis nothing like the need of the two foreigners. Their need was smple and clean and it was
easy to fill them up, but Haribais sick. Frightened. When she needed love and attention, that was easy.
When she sat with her fingersfull of paper, folding flowers and trying to teach me the names, 1'd say her



name and it was like rain. Sheld turn her face toward me.

? I'm here, Hariba,? | say.

? It'sdl shaking,? shesays.

Her faceiswhite and red and her hair clingsto her back in damp rat tails. She's dehydrated.

? You need sometea,? | say.

? We need to get outside,? shesays. ? It'sgoing to shake down on top of us! ?

? What's going to shake down on top of us??

? Theroof! ? she says.

? It'snot shaking,? | say, my voiceasgentleas| can makeit. ? You have afever. Lie back down.?

? No!? shesays, ? Don't you fed it?? She grabsthe sheet in her hands, wringing it, ? O Prophet!
Please, please, we haveto get out! ? | St down next to her, holding her shoulders.

? It'sokay,? | say. ? Hush now, it'sokay.? But my voiceisnt getting through to her. | fed nervousness
risng in meto maich her fear.

? No,? shesays, and triesto push me away. She shoves hard, but | pull her close to me. She reaches up
to touch my cheek, and grabs a my face with her nails. | rear back and she lunges away from her covers
and she's past me and out into the street.

? Haribal ? | shout and chase her.

Her white deeping robeisthin cotton and | can see her through it, aimost asif she's naked. Poor Hariba
would be mortified if she knew what she was doing, that she'd be dressed thisway where strangers can
see her. Her skinis brown where the damp cotton clings to her and she turns toward me and
half-crouches, her face in anguish. She has her handsin front of her, pleading, but like claws.

? Hariba,? | say. ? Hariba.? | croonit. ? Hariba? Shehearsit and it speaksto something in her fever,
but it'satenuousthing and I'm afraid shelll run away from me. ? Hariba,? | say and dowly crouch down,
gt down in the dust of the street. ? Hariba. ?

She hesitates, partly | think because she has forgotten what she's running to or from. She sways.
? Hariba,? | say again. Just her name. Long, and drawn-out, low, and almost awhisper.

I'm hypnotizing her with her name.

? Come back to me,? | whisper.

Shelooks bemused.

? Il hdpyou,? | whisper.

She shakes her head-and the movement unbal ances her and she sits down in ahesp.

| scrabble over to her-these are my good pants and they'll be dusty at work tonight, but what does it
matter, Sncel don't wear clothes a work. Then again, I'm not sure | can leave her like this. What if |
come home and find she's gone, wandering the streetsin afever dream?



? It'ssheking,? shesays.
? Nothing'sshaking,? | say. ? It'syour poor fevered head.?
? I'mcold,? shesays.

It's blisteringly hot, but there's a breeze. She's shivering and when | take her back insde, into the shade
of our house, her teeth start chattering. | whisper her name and wrap her in blankets. Thereisno more
wonderful sound to ahuman than their name.

? I'll make you sometea, Hariba, my Hariba,? | say. ? It will warm you up.?

? When | close my eyes, I'm dreaming and I'm not even adeep,? she says. At least my presence means
something to her.

? 1 know, | know, sweet Hariba.?

? Wherés my mother?? she asks.

? Your mother? At her home.?

? Takemehome,? shesays.

? | can't,? | say. Themoment | say it | redizeit'sthe wrong answer.
? Akhmim, take me home.?

? Not thisafternoon,? | say. ? Soon, but not this afternoon.?

? | want to go home,? she says. She's crying now.

? Y our mother is probably sdlling wreaths,? | say. ? Y ou rest now, well see your mother later.? Thet
soothes her. | should remember that.

She curls up on her side, wrapped in the blanket. | make mint teaand bring it to her.
? | dontwant it,? shesays.
? You need it. Come on. It will warm you up.?

Shedoesnt want it, but | St and cgjole and bully and lie. Swest istrickling down my ribs, it's such hard
work. But she Sitsup and sipstea. | keep at her, getting her to drink about half the cup.

? I'mhot,? shesays.

Sheliesdown, and after a bit she starts moaning. | get acloth and abowl of water. ? Comeon,? | say,
and pull her cotton shift over her head. Sheraises her thin arms, listlessasachild. | can see her sternum
and the bones of her chest disappearing under her tiny breasts. She lies back down and | start to wipe
her down with the cool water. Her nipples tighten up, but she doesn't acknowledge the cold.

Shelooks past me, asif I'm not even here.
And then she saizes.

She clenches her teeth and tightens al her muscles, her fingersinfists, and at first | think she'sangry, but
shegartsgoing, ? Unh, unh, unh,? and | can see adiver of white just under her haf-closed eyelids.



? Haribal ? | say. ? Haribal ?

She can't hear mefor the stcormin her. Isthis the shaking shewas afraid of ? | keep caling her name,
caling her, and then she rdaxes. But she's empty, her eyes|olling whitein her sockets for afew seconds,
until sheclosesup asif she'sin adeep deep or afaint.

? Hariba,? | whisper.
Eventudly she opens her eyes. ? Umm?? she says, her look vacant.

? Look at me,? | say, and at first she doesn't, but findly she seemsto make an effort and her eyesfind
me.

| push her tangled hair away from her face. ? Just rest,? | say, ? I'mhere.? It'sardief, though, because
for afew moments she doesn't have any need in her.

An hour later she has another brief seizure.

| don't go to work. | sit with her while the shadows lengthen, and | feed her sips of water. A littleand a
little more and alittle more, until findly, around midnight, her fever bresks some and shefdlsinto what
seemsto be anatural deep.

Hariba's friend Ayesha answersthe door, for which I'm thankful. ? Yes?? she says, drawing her veil up
over her mouth, thinking she'sin the presence of astrange man, and then she recognizesme. ? You! ?
she hisses. ? What have you done with Hariba??

| don't know what to say. ? 1? | haven't done anything with Hariba. She'ssick, | need your help.?

Sheglaresat me. | think she's going to shout for help. ? Please! ? | say, ? Haribais sick and she wants
her mother! ?

? Takemeto her,? shesays.

Ayesha doesn't speak to me while we walk. Her anger makes me nervous. | keep smiling at her, trying to
get her to seethat | don't mean any harm, that I'm just trying to help Hariba. I'm not bad, | want to say.

? I'vefound somework,? | explain. ? And we rented ahouse like yours, like hers. She fedls more at
home. But shessick, | think from thejessing.? Weturn onto our little Street. ? It'sthat one.? | point. ?
That'swherewereliving.?

Ayesharunsto the door and calsfor Hariba.

? Here,? Haribaanswversinasmal voice. It'searly inthe day and her fever isdown thismorning. She
felt norma to my touch when | left to get Ayesha.

Ayesharunsingde and kneels beside her, stroking her face and caling her sweet names and crying.
? Akhmim?? Haribasays. ? Why did you go get Ayesha??
? Because you're Sck, and you need your family.?

? No,? sheshakes her head. ? Ayesha, no, you musin't tell anyone you saw me? ? and then she
dissolvesinto weak tears.



? You need adoctor,? Ayeshasays.
? No,? Haribasays. ? No, hell tell the police! Akhmim can take care of me! ?

? You need more carethan | can giveyou,? | say, knedling down next to them. ? | have to work, to
take care of us.?

Ayeshahissesa me, ? Get away from her.?

| Sit back on my hedls, unsure what 1've done. Maybe | didn't know what to do and I've made Hariba
more sick? ? I've been trying to take care of her-?

? Shut up,? Ayeshasays.
Haribacrieswordlessly.
Ayeshasays, ? I'll go get Nabil.?
? No!? Haribasays.

Butit'sdl in motion.

Ayesha comes back with asmall stocky man-1 can see Hariba'sfacein his, athough her hair is straight
and hisisin loose curls. They have a pedicab with them and they bundle her in.

? Akhmiml? she says. ? Akhmim hasto comewith me! ?

Ayeshastares at mein hate. Her brother doesn't even admit | exist. They take her away-she's too weak
to do aything but cry for me.

I'vefailed. I'veleft her unhappy, and | can hear her calling me, even when she's out of sight.
| wish | wereat Karim's. | wish | werewith the harni .

3

Duty

All of my children aretdler than me. Ther father wasn't aparticularly tall man, but my father and brothers
weretal. Allah made me smal so | wouldn't need much, | dwayssad. | gaveit al to my children.
Fhassn wastdl. Even Rashida, my second daughter and the smalest one, sheis bigger than me. But ook
at what has happened. I'velost one. Fhassinisdead to usal, though | pray for him. | think it was
because he was my favorite and no matter how much you hideit, children know. And now Hariba comes
home, sick and in disgrace.

| go over itinmy mind. What did | do wrong? Wasit only because they grew up without afather? The
youngest, Nabil, wasn't born when hisfather died.

| am sitting in the door of my sister's house-my grandniece climbs onto my lap and holds out her chubby
fist and breathes, ? Look.? She uncurls her fist to show mearaisin stuck with crumbs. She has a biscuit
in her other hand. She smells of crumbs and sour food. She closes her fist again. Opensit again and
breathes, ? Look.?

?1see? | say.



Saral, for that is her name, puts the raisn down in the doorway, deliberate and thoughtful. She looksat it,
her hand splayed open suspended in the air. She reaches back down to pick it up and her palm squishes
it againgt the floor. She fumblesand picksit up and it is covered with dust. Sheraisesit toward her mouth
and | say, ? Saral, no.?

Shelooks at me, considering. Watching me, she bringsit toward her mouth again.

? No,? | say again. | expect her totry to put it in her mouth anyway, and then I'll take it from her and
shell cry. Instead she holds it out to giveit to me. | open my hand and she dropsit in.

My sster hasacat and it has had alitter of kittens. Skinny, long-legged things with heads too small for
their bodies. Saral sees akitten and toddles after it. The kittens are haf-wild things. They can take care
of themsdlves. | throw the dirty raisin into the Street.

My youngest daughter is pregnant. | want to have grandchildren, but am | ready again for babies? Am |
ready to still myself and to dow mysdlf for her little ones? When Haribawas a year old and Rashidawas
on theway, | remember crouching on the floor, bulky with child, and saying to Hariba, ? No, no, no.
Sharp. Don't touch.? | remember that moment, not because of what | said but because | realized how
many hours of my life | had aready spent dowing my mind down, and thinking of nothing but this child,
and that | would have years of children ahead of me. | loved her. | loved her too much, the way when
she was sitting she would roll onto one hip and put her hand on the floor, trying to decideif she should
crawl or walk, if the speed of walking was worth the difficulty of getting up and the danger of faling
down. But | wanted to talk to someone, and my husband and I, we were new to the neighborhood then
and | didn't know anyone. Women can only surviveif they have other women who understand, who
know what it's like when you've been saying ? no? dl day to atoddler and you aretired of her anger
and her unreasonableness, when you have become nothing but ? no? and ? no? and ? no.? Don't
climb that, don't go out there, don't walk away from me, don't eat that, don't pick that up. Hours of ? no
? s Yearsof ? no? s. And you'retired because you have the baby and your home and your life and the
baby has nothing but itsdlf.

| didn't love Hariba when she was born. | thought she would come out of me and | would love her.
When shewasborn, | looked at her and | was frightened. We were living in my husband's family'sflat
over the barbershop and his mother and his sister and my mother were dl there and they put her on my
swollen belly. Her face wasflat and creased, you could barely see her eyesand | thought | would see her
and become amother at that moment. But | didn't feel she was mine. She was dangerous, so frail, | was
afraid | would do something wrong. Did shefed that denid in me? After shewas born, | grew so sad
and tired that | could barely get out of bed, and Samil, my poor husband, would come hometo find
nothing cooked, nothing done, and me sitting on the bed, holding the baby.

She had an empty mother those first months. | had nothing to fill her with. When Rashidawas born, | had
friends. They cameto the birthing. We would trade children, give each other abreak sometimes. Hamet
would come over with her boy on her hip and say, ? Tadk tome! | need anintdlligent voiceor I'll go
med!? She was plump and pretty and desperate, and we'd laugh. In the death houses it was a city of
women and children and old people during the day. It was full of messand crumbs and noise. Then it
would start to get dark and the men would come home. Samil would say to thelittle ones, ? Stop making
that racket! ? and I'd shush them. The doors of the death houses would be open and bars of light would
come from them, and between the bars of light would be purple shadows. The sound of cutlery on plates.
The smédll of charcoal and flatbread and rice.

In my memory those nights are cam, quiet, and till, but in my memory I'm aways|ooking at the glow of
other houses. It wasn't nearly that smple. Hamet came to me one day with a cloth bag and said, ?
Please, keep thisfor me. Don't ask me anything, just keepit.? | took the cloth bag and looked inside



and there was agun, a shiny plastic-looking thing, oddly heavy. | looked at her, looked into her face.
Ibrahim, her husband, he might have had atemper, what did | know? | had never seen her with bruises
on her face, but I'd heard them argue. | had heard everyone argue, everyone had heard Samil and me
argue. Welived at elbows. Her face was calm, closed. | could fed the fear in the way her face was so
serene. | put the bag awvay where the babieswouldn't find it and didn't even tell Samil. A few months
later she asked for it back. ? I'll take that bag back now,? shesaid. ? Thank you for keepingit.? | gave
it back to her. | don't know why it was okay, or if Ibrahim had missed it and made her giveit back. We
talked, but we weren't close beyond the concerns of motherhood.

When Samil died and | had three babies and the fourth on the way, Hamet sat with me. All she said was
? Youll get through this.? | didn't want someoneto tell me I'd get through it. But she wasright. Still, for
months | was hollow again, until my baby was born. Hariba and Fhassin, both infants with amother
hollowed by fear or grief. Isthat where it happened?

I'm thinking about thiswhen Nabil brings Haribato my sster's house in the pedicab. I'm thinking of her as
ababy, dl round-faced, so that I'm even more shocked by thisthin girl. When she went to be jessed, |
was saddened for her because who would marry ajessed girl? She would never have children. But |
didn't ever think my children might die before me.

The skin under Haribas eyesis purple and full of fluid, but the rest of her isnothing. Her hair isbrittle and
full of broken ends. She see me and she startsto cry, reaching out from the pedicab with her thinarms. |
reach up to hug her. ? Child of my heart,? | say. | don't know where the words come from, formal and
frightening to asick young woman, I'm sure.

? Mama,? she sobs, and coughs, choking on her own sorrow.

? It'sokay,? | soothe. ? Mamas here now. Hush, my girl, hush.? Words, meaninglesswords, like
petting adog. To her little brother | say, ? Get her in! Get her in! She doesn't need to be out in the Street
likethid ? It takesthetwo of us supporting her under her thin armsto get her inside.

? Mama,? shesays, ? Akhmim needsto come see me.?
? Shhhh,? | say. ? Comelie down. Y ou need to lie down.?

We help her into the cool darkness of my sister's house and help her lie down on the bed we've made for
her in the back.

My sister ismaking cheese. Her daughter is digpering ababy. The house has the ammoniasmell of
digpers. Haribais crying silently, tears coming unheeded. Haribawas dways proud. The otherswere
adwayscomplaining, ? Mama, Haribaisbossng mearound.? ? Mama, Haribaistdling mewhat to do.
? Theoldest child dways grows up too fast, has too much responsibility and too little fun. | would come
home from sdlling flowers and find her, her dark eyebrowsknit into aterrible line, willing them to behave.
| wasdwaystdling her, ? Y ou watch them, Hariba. Y ou have to be the little mother.? They werent
alowed to go outsde while | was gone, and | was afraid she would let them. Shewasonly six. |
remember frightening her, telling her if shelet them go out, men would take her sster and sl her.

? Don't be angry when you turn your faceto her,? my sster Zehrawould say. | was dways afraid and it
made me fierce with Hariba. Zehra puts the press on her cheese and comesto crouch beside my
daughter with me.

| pet Hariba and hush her.

| had to work. We had to egt. There was nothing to be donefor it. A child needs amother, but achild



also needsfood, aroof. When they could go to schoal, it was better, it wasn't al on her. What else could
| do? It was what had to be, and there's no sense crying over it. Nothing would changeif | did it again.
Our children are hostages to the world.

? Littleone,? | say.
Shefdlsadesp.
? Isshegoing to die?? Nabil asks.

? No,? | say and my sister Zehra hisses at my son through her teeth. I'm not sure, though. It'singtinct to
tell your children it will al be okay, and my youngest boy has never become aman. Fhassin | could have
told. Fhassin had athread of meta running through him when he was fourteen.

? Shelookssick,? Nabil whispers.
? Well find adoctor,? | say.

It'sjust words to push away the darkness. When you are a mother, though, you do things you don't
know you can do. When | had four children and no husband, | did things | never would have thought |
could do. And now | will again.

? Will youwetch her?? | ask my sgter.
? Asif sheweremy own,? my Zehrasays.
Once Hariba said that she wished Zehrawere her mother. | cried for nights.

Walking out into the sunlight makes me blink. 1t's the heat of the day and people are closing up until
evening. Nabil follows me, hopeful and hesitant. ? We're going to look for adoctor,? | say.

? What if they cdl the authorities?? Nabil says.
? Well find onethat won't,? | say.

My houseis till cool and smells of rose perfume. For most peopleit'sthe smell of death, but for meit's
the everyday sméll of coin. | have alittle money, some saved and some for therent. | keep it inthewall,
inacrack of aburial niche. People are too squeamish to reach insde and rob me. It doesn't bother meto
reach indgde-nothing there but dust and bone.

It'sapitiful amount of coin, but | haveit tied up in arag. Who would | ask to tell me about a doctor who
would do something illega? Not my neighbors. | don't know anyone who would know such a doctor,
evenif | could ask.

Fhassin would know, but not Nabil.
? Wearegoing to talk to the dead,? | say to Nabil.

Helooks around him. Wewho livein the Nekropolis are always surrounded by the deed, and if we
know anything, it'sthat they don't talk.

I've never been to prison. Never gone to see my son. |'ve sent money, if you don't send money to
prisoners, they'll starve, but it felt asif | dropped it into the hand of someone outside the Moussin of the



White Falcon. We take the underground outside of town, to where it comes above ground and the tracks
have to be swept clear of sand. Thereisn't much sand to see. Most of the desert is bare, just rocky
places and dead land. There are acouple of villages, marked by the green of awell or the fence of a
military ingadlation. | wasbornin avillage by awell. | know whet lifeislike out here. Thetrain comes by,
but the city isfar away, asfar away as heaven or hell.

Eventualy we pass kilometers of fence. A singlewire, that'sdl, just what is needed to disrupt a prisoner's
brain. No people, no buildings, just the single wire swooping between each post.

The prison itsdf ismore than one building and except for itssize it could be one of the government
buildings we'd passed on thetrain. It's the color of the sail, the color of emptiness under ablue sky.
Threelarge buildings and then adozen smdler ones. Menin army uniformswith guns, sanding in thetrain
station, apparently bored. Thank the heavensalot of people get off thetrain.

| follow Nabil out onto the platform, and the hot dry wind tangles my robe around my legs, strong enough
to push meforward. Isit thewill of Allah?1 balk anyway, pulling my headscarf around my face to keep
the grit out of my eyes. | pretend to be looking for asign to tell mewhereto go, but I want to get back
onthetrain.

? Thisway, Mama,? Nabil says.

| follow him through the turnstile. Most of the people coming to the prison are women. Y oung women,
old women. A river of women whose men arein thisplace. Nabil stopsat agtal that sdllsfruit and
candy. ? What?? | say.

? We need something to take him,? Nabil says.

He's been here before. | didn't know. Nabil is short, like Rashida, but stocky. A bulldog, aturtle, with
curly hair tight againgt his head and aflattened nose. He isaman when he's not with me, | suppose. Do |
turn him into a child? Just by being his mother? Heis bigger than me. What isthisthat we do to our
children, to make them always children until we are so old we become children?

| think about putting my hand on hisarm and telling him that | see he's grown up. But | don't know how
totell him, so | just watch him buy oranges and chocolate. Asif werevisiting the Sick.

| give mysdlf over to him, to hisexpertisein thisplace, and it'sasif I've been holding my breath. For
years | have been holding my bresth. Since Samil died, | have been doing al these things mysdlf, with no
man to do for me.

Wewak afew metersfrom the railway station and were at the prison gate. More army men in uniform.
They check Nabil's string bag of oranges and chocolate and wave him through. Nabil iswearing a shirt

and trousers and aready the heat has made haf moons under his arms. Anything he puts on iswrinkled

as soon as hetouchesit. It's been that way all hislife.

Wewalk up along, rutted dirt road toward the big buildings. Women are chattering, holding on to their
children. What isworse, a husband killed in an accident like Samil or ahusband in aplacelikethis? At
least | am an honorable widow and | get to wear black. | fedl the protection of my black chador now.
My husband is dead, heis not here. I've dways had akind of secret pleasurein being awidow. When
Samil died, it marked me as someone outside of life and it answered questions. Then, later, it let mebea
man when | wanted to be.

This placeisthe end of theworld. Or the rest of the world is gone. Only the train tracks go back across
the desert, an insect linerisng and faling acrossthe rocky hills until finaly they disappear. Nabil waits



while | look back, but his hand on my elbow is a subtle pressure to go on.

We go through another gate, thisonein alow wall, and aguard with a clipboard takes our names. And
then in twos and threes we pass through a doorway. When Nabil and | go through the door, it closes
behind us and we are in a place with high walls and no windows and a closed door in front of us. Above
us, men withriflesstand onthe high walls.

Nabil murmurs, ? Thisisthe dead man's gate.?
| cannot bring mysalf to open my mouth. | wait mute for the gate in front of usto be opened.

Thenwe'rein acourtyard, where families are talking to their men, and other men squat, waiting, their
eyeson us. | look for Fhassin. Will | know him?

? He'snot here,? Nabil says. ? Wedidnt let them know we were coming. I'll have them go get him.?

The desert-colored walls of the prison rise before me. The windows are long grates, broken abit in some
places, but too shadowed to see into. In the places where the breaks are large enough, a hand reaches
out into the sunlight. | look away from the hands, perched in the windows like birds.

The men are frightening, broken-toothed, raw. They crouch and smoke, or eat oranges. Some of them
don't have shirts. A few have fantastical mustaches and some have shaved their heads, asif they were
holy men. One man's shaved head has writing tattooed al over it and heistaking to a thin-faced young
woman whose vell is skimpy and whose hair isdyed red. I'm afraid. There are guards, and | don't know
why any of these men would pay any attention to an old widow, but | fed like arabbit.

| glance up at thewall, wondering if one of those hands belongs to Fhassin, if he can see me here. One of
those handsis moving, cutting the air, birdlike but decisve. Swoops and chops. Isit Fhassn? | rase my
hand, tentatively, but the bird-hand just continuesits strange flight.

Nabil comes back. ? Fhassn will be herein afew moments.? He glances up. ? That's one of the men
who are sentenced to die.?

? What'shedoing?? | ask.

? Tdkingto her,? Nabil says.

A young woman standsin the yard. Her hand isflickering, too, in the same birdlike movements.

? Condemned men aren't dlowed to have visitors,? Nabil says. ? That'sthe only way they can talk.?
? Who isshe??

? Hisgirlfriend. Hiswife. | don't know.?

She's apretty thing. Shelooks like anyone-not cheap like some of the women here. | fed asif | should
look away, but if she'sembarrassed, | can't tell. She seemsintent. A stubborn flame.

?Isitacode?? | ask.
He shakes hishead. ? Sheisshaping lettersintheair.?
| don't know how to read, but al my children do.

| watch her hands dance in this strange place.



Will | know Fhassin?

And | do know him, the moment | see him. I know from hissmile heisbeing brave. | know that this
matters to him and he would like to pretend that it doesn't.

? Don't cry, Mama,? he says.
| hidemy facein my vall.

Nabil and Fhassin stand awkwardly when | have composed mysdlf. Nabil starts and remembers the bags
inhishands. ? Here,? he says, and hands Fhassin the oranges and sweets. They're embarrassed.

Fhassniswearing atight shirt, stained and yellowed with age. He's older, harder-looking, but he's il
Fhassin. | had imagined him in adark place, alone, but here heis, surrounded by all these men. One of
them.

? AreyouwdI?? | say.

? Sure, yes,? hesays. ? Youlook well, too.?

?lam.?

Fhassin looks at the bag of oranges and sweets. ? Thisisgreat. Redly good.?
Heneedsashave. ? At least you haven't grown abeard here,? | say.

Helooks around. ? Those men are fundamentalists. They band together. 1t helps to have someone stand
with you here.?

? You havefriends here?? | ask.
He shrugs and glancesaway. ? I'm not by mysdf.?

Secret Fhassin, who never ever told me things. When he was aboy, he would answer in just the same
evasveway. ? Where were you after school ?? ? Where | could hear Haribacall.?

Hesthe onel awaysworried about. The one who was aways thinking.

? Haribaishome,? | say.

? Hariba?? he says. ? But shewas jessed. Did she buy her way out??

? Sheran away,? | say. Thebitter taste in my mouth makes my lips purse, like lemon on my tongue.
? Good for her,? Fhassin says. ? Getting jessed was stupid.?

? Not good,? | say.

? Mamal ? Fhassin says, ? Going by the rulesisn't dways the best thing, you know??

? Youshould talk,? | say. ? Look at you.?

? Look a me,? hesays. ? | made amistake. But you awayswent by the rulesand look at you.?

? | degpin my own bed every night.?



Helaughs, ashort hard sound. ? So your prison isthe Nekropolis. So it's bigger than this prison. How
much bigger??

? Haribaissck,? | say. ? Sheisdying. From thejessing. | need to find adoctor for her. | thought you
might know one.?

Hisjaw clencheswith anger, but helaughs again. ? That's why you came. Not because of me, because of
Hariba.?

? Fhassn,? Nabil says.
? That'sright, isnt it, Mama,? Fhassin says. ? You camefor Hariba ?

?1did,? | say, because what elseisthereto say? It'strue. And the Mashahana says that truth may be
the longer way, but it isthe way out of the labyrinth. So much truth | can't say, though. Fhassin, you were
my favorite. And you weretheonel lost.

? Youwouldn't comefor me,? Fhassn says.

? | wasafraid to look at you,? | say.

Hefrowns.

? Dontfight!? Nabil says. ? Mama, just once would you befair to Fhassin! ?

Fair! To Fhassin! | who have never been fair to Fhassin, who has aways secretly favored him! | gape at
Nabil.

? Fhassn,? Nabil says, ? listen to me. She can't eat, she can't deep. Sheran away with aharni .?
? A harni ?? Fhassin shakeshishead. ? No, not Hariba.?
? Yes, Hariba.?

? Nabil, a harni is something grown in amachine, it'snot just aservant. Y ou mean Haribaran away with
asarvant??

? No, a harni . The wife of the man she worked for had one. Then they sold Hariba's contract to
someone el se and she went back and got the harni and ran away to the Nekropolis. Shewaslivingina
death house down where Ibrahim has his shoe place. We didn't even know where she was.?

? A harni, ? Fhassnsays. ? Why did shedo it??

Nabil shrugs. ? No one knows.?

? Because they are seductive,? | say. ? That'swhy they shouldn't be dlowed.?
? Youresureit wasa harni ?? Fhassn says.

? I'veseenit,? Nabil says. ? Shewanted it to come with her to Mamas.?

| cannot read Fhassin'sface, but I'm afraid that Nabil shouldn't havetold him. What if it brings back
memories of Fhassin's own crime? Since he could not have his adultery, will he be bitter about Hariba's?
Will herefuseto help us?

? 1 don't know adoctor who can help you,? hesaysfinaly, dowly. ? But I know someone who would.



?

Hetells Nabil about someone named Hassain. It is apparently someone whose brother Nabil knows, but
I'm looking around the prison yard.

A bell rings, like aschool bell, and the guards straighten up.

? Two minutes,? Fhassin says. ? Goodbye, Mama.?

? What do you need?? | ask.

Hescasud. ? I'mfine. But if you could send some medicine. For headaches.?
? Y ou have headaches??

? Sometimes,? he says.

? I'll be back,? Nabil says.

? Tell mewhat Hassein says. | had better go back.? He needsto escape us. Hisbody istense, likethe
little boy | remember, ready to burst from me.

And heisgone back inside.

My sster Zehralooks up a me, then back at the pot of couscous sheis tirring. Everything isneet inthis
house, even Haribais washed. When we were growing up, there were five of us: Raschid, my older
brother; Lida, my older sster; me; then Zehra, my younger sister; and Hamedi, my little brother, the
baby. When | wastwelve, my mother died and our life was nothing but shame. We were children who no
one watched. No one paid for our schooal. | know my father was with us when he came home from

work, but in my memory it isonly Zehraand me, trying to be women, trying to keep ahome. Lidadidn't
care. Lidahad beautiful fat little hands and feet, but shewas solid, and if Zehraand | didn't make her, she
wouldn't even bother to clean hersalf.

Zehraand | chased her out of the house with abroom and a dustpan full of coals one time because we
were trying to make the house nice and she wouldn't do anything. We were awful. ? Do you remember
when we used to go to Lida'sand clean?? | say.

Zehrashakes her head. ? What are you bringing up old thingsfor?? But then she shakes her head in
another way, in memory. ? Those babiesin wet digpers.?

? Wewould push the trash out into the Street,? | said.

? Lidawould st there with ababy on her lgp and just watch us,? Zehrasays.
? Wewere prideful,? | say.

Zehralaughs, ? Wewere, but Lidawas awful. Somebody had to be prideful! ?

| wanted a house that would not make me ashamed. When Samil was dive, after thefirst two babies
were born, he would come home and find the house neat and dinner cooking and me there with ababy in
my lgp and | would think of what he saw and the smell of mint and onion and it would al bethere. The
sun would be going down outside and inside would be a house that did honor to Samil and to me.
Sometimes | could bardly hold thefeding in, | wanted to burst into tears from the strength of my



happiness. | would kiss Rashidas toes and bury my facein her belly and make silly noises until she
laughed.

? Wheredid you go?? sheasks.

? Tosee Fhassin,? | say, pretending I'm cam, that saying those words does not make my heart flutter
like atrapped bird. | am sick, saying those words.

My sgter Zehra, who istadler than | am and whose back is aways straight while I've been bony and bent
sncel wasinmy thirties, looks at me and pursesher lips. ? Good,? shesays. ? How isFhassn??

? Hesinprison,? | say.
? That's not an answer,? shesays. ? You are exasperating.?
? He'sdl right,? | say.

To hidemy agitation | go and kneel down next to Hariba. | think she's deeping, but her eyes are open
and glittering in her wasted face. ? Y ou went to see Fhassin?? Hariba says.

? 1 did,? | say, trying to soften my voicefor her. | am angry at her, but sheissick and charity givenisfor
the giver, not the receiver.

Shecloses her eyes. ? Then | am going to die, aren't [?7?
? Not yet,? | say. Her face, empty of responsbility, empty of care, makes me angry.
? Mama,? shesays. ? Can| see Akhmim??

? WhoisAkhmim?? | say, but then | redlize. ? Y ou meanthe harni .? Shewould haveitin my sgter's
house. | rise up and walk outside.

Children are ablessing. They are ahappiness so sharp that it fedslike pain. It dicesyour fingerslike the
razor | useto cut paper.

Zehracomes out to stand next to me.
? Dinner isready,? she says. ? Will you say and have something??

? 1 should go home,? | say. Shethinks| am being hard. Zehrathinks | am ahard mother. Alwaysdid.
When they werelittle, she used to tell meto be softer with my children, but then she had aman. She
didn't know how it was. | told her that and it was true. Now that Driss, my brother-in-law, is dead, she
hasfamily al around her till. Not that she didn't help me. Sometimes the only reason my babies had
anything in their somachs was because Zehra had us come and est dinner. And Driss never resented us.
Zehraand Driss had agood marriage, | think, but now that he's gone, Zehrahas come into herself. Sheis
different without him, more the way | remember her from when shewas agirl and shewas bold. She has
given back to hersdlf that part that she gave up to be awife.

? Why did you go to see Fhassin?? she asks.
? Motherly concern.?
She laughsthrough her nose, afunny snort. ? Did you tel him Haribais home??

? 1 todhim.?



Shewaits.

? | asked him if he knew of adoctor, someone who could help Hariba. He said he didn't know of one,
but he knew someone who might know. Did you know Nabil has been going to see him dl thistime??

? Heishisbrother,? shesays.
? So you knew??

? No,? shesays. ? But | am not surprised. Is Nabil taking you to see this person or do you want meto
go withyou??

? Nabil will tekeme,? | say. ? Zehra? Should | go??

? What do you mean??

? Haribabroke the law. The Mashahana saysthat the law isthe house in which welive-?

? | cant believeyou,? Zehrasays. ? | can't believe you are talking about your own daughter! ?
? If your own eye offends you-?

? Don't spout holy words a me! That's Haribain there! ?

? If | told the police about her, they'd cure her,? | said.

? And put her in prison,? Zehrasaid.

? Shetook something that belonged to someone else.?

? Shewas seduced by something that should never have existed inthefirst placel ? Zehrasaid. ? Thisis
why there should not be harni ! The sinner is the man who she worked for, the man who bought the
thing.?

? So you think Hariba has no respongbility? And | have no responsibility??
? You areamother,? Zehrasays. ? That'syour first responshility.?

| don't think Zehrasright. Zehrais speaking with her heart, but what Hariba has doneiswillful. ? If she
had stolen money, would you say the samething?? | ask.

? Shewould never steal money,? Zehrasays.
? But shedid gtedl. It'sthe same asif she stole money.?

? Butitisn't. Don't you see? Because she wouldn't steal money, because sheisagood girl, then there
must be something else. That'sthe harni . It shouldn't exist. They should be againgt the law.?

? What if sheldd stolen something else, something from the west, apiece of sculpture or apainting that
was blagphemous, then you'd say she was guilty.?

Zehrasighs. ? Y ou're being obtuse on purpose. I'm not going to argue with you, but | will tdll you this: If
you turn that girl over to the police, it will be on your head. Now come and egt.?

To her back | think, and if | do not turn her in, it will be on my soul.



Nabil isn't homewhen | get there, but | hear him comein and lie down before very late. | get up early,
beforeit islight, and make tea. Old women don't deep very well. To my surprise, Nabil sitsup, rubbing
hiseyes.

? What areyou up early for?? | ask.

? Hassein,? Nabil says. ? Last night | found out where heisand | haveto go early to catch him.?
? I'll gowithyou,? | say and give himtea. The smedll of mint makes the morning comfortable.

? You cant,? Nabil says. ? He works at the horse track.?

? I'm not athirteen-year-old girl,? | say, irritated. | don't trust Nabil to handlethis. ? | can go with you.
?

So we do, and the sunisjust up when wefind this Hassein, standing at the fence at the edge of the track,
watching horses run past.

Hassain isdressed like a Berber, with awhite and blue scarf wound around his head and neck, and his
sunglasses, and sticking out, the tiny mouthpiece of aheadset. He leans againgt the fence, holding atiny
thing that flickers with writing, and he watches a particular horse, following it around the track. Everything
about him saysthat he handlesforeign thingslikethisal thetime.

Y oung men likethis. Thiswaswheét | feared for my children, that my boyswould become likethis, that
my girlswould get mixed up with this. And hereis Nakil, saying, ? Hello, Hassain.?

Hassein nods, without appearing to take his gaze off the horse, although who knows what heislooking at
behind those glasses? Hiseyesareinvisible.

| find | cannot speak, that | have grabbed my veil and pulled it tight under my chin. There are other men
like Hassein, most of them dressed like Berbers, too, watching horses. There are no women here at al.

? Thisismy mother,? Nabil says.
Hassain turns his head and smiles at me. ? Good morning, maam. How do you like the horses??

? They arevery nice,? | say, and againgt my will | lower my eyes. ? Thegray one,? | say, forcing
mysdf. ? Isthat the one you are watching??

? Yes, heis. Isn't he abeauty??

| look out over the fence and the green grass and fountain in the middle of the ova track, to the other
sdewherethe gray horseruns, therider just atiny figurein black clinging to itsback. It'stoo smdl for
meto see, and I've never seen ahorse close up before. We had chickens and goats when | was growing
up, and an old two-stroke machine for pulling that ran on solar and ethanol. But we didn't have money
for anything but what we needed, and other than barn cats, no other animals. Some people we knew had
apet donkey that their children used to ride.

We stand and watch while time passes and Hariba wastes away. Hassein whispersinto his headset.

They'refast and hedlthy. Aristocrats with shining coats. The gray horse and rider come past us, therider
gtanding in the stirrups and the horse rocking undernesth him, not running hard now. They dow to astop,
farther down the track.



Hassaein saysin hisheadst, ? Sdty.?
The rider doesn't respond, except to turn his face toward us.
? Sdty,? Hassein saysagain. ? How's the tendon??

Therider isonly aboy. Heisn't ignoring Hassein, but he isn't answering, either. He just smiles. The horse
lowersits head, its neck ataut bow, and snortsloudly.

? Sty,? Hassein saysathird time. ? Come here and let me look.?

The rider doesn't seem to even twitch, but lazily, the gray horse ambles our way. The horse'slegsare
long and fine, with the muscles bunching under the skin. It stops not too closeto us.

? Comeon, princeling,? Hassain says.
? He's not cooperativetoday,? the boy says. ? He'sno princeing, he's dog mest.?
The horsg's earsflicker asif it islistening and it pawsthe track.

? Sdty, you areaparanoid infidel,? Hassein says, ? and if you bow atendon, I'll sell you in a heartbest.
Y ou won't be aprincding then, will you??

The horse snuffs and shakesits head. | redize ? SAty? isthe horse. They'retaking to the horse. It Sdles
alongside the fence and when it getsto us, it places ablack shining hoof delicately on the lowest board of
the fence.

Hassain runs his hands over itsjoints and lower leg and the horse regards us with its black eyes, arrogant
and curious. ? Not too hot today,? Hassein says. ? | guess you're safe from the knackers.?

Thehorse nips a Hassain's face, teeth clicking in the empty air.

? It understandsyou,? Nabil says.

? Sdty and | have an understanding,? Hassein corrects.

The horse shakesits head asif shaking off water and the boy, tucked high in the saddle, laughs.

? Salty knowsthat the world isno good,? Hassein continues, ? and that I'm going to make him do things
he doesn't want to do, and so he attempts to disobey at any opportunity, while | treat him like the prince
that heis? -here the horse stretches hislips back from histeeth, asif heisjeering Hassein-? and he
deignsto occasionally win arace, providing his owner with just enough cash to keep me employed.?

The horse has taken his hoof from the fence and now he capers, flashing histail. | cannot tell what it
means. Ishe angry? Laughing? Excited?

? lcedown theleg,? Hassain saysto the boy, and the animal trots off, the boy clinging like amonkey,
his amile bright white in hisdark face.

? How much does the horse understand?? Nabil asks.

Hassain shrugs, watching after them. The horse'stall switches back and forth likeagirl'ships. ?
Sometimes| think it'sall just tone, you know? | mean, of course, he understands when | say, ? show me,
? and ask him about his tendon. We've been worrying about his tendons and his sore feet and his back.
He knows al those words. But the insults? Does he have any cluewhat | mean when| say I'm



employed? | don't think so. Or maybe he changesit all into some sort of horse society. Maybe he thinks
we'rein the same herd and he'sayearling or something.? Hassein looks at us, hisface il rendered
expressonlessby hisglasses. ? So, Nabil, are you here to buy ahorse??

Nabil laughswegkly. ? Of course, | have amillion lying around | want to throw away.?

Hassein spits onto the track.

? I'm here, by the grace of Allah, to ask if you know someone who could help me,? Nabil says.
? Wak withme,? Hassein says.

They wak ahead and | follow behind in this strange place that sméllslike abarnyard but where horses
live better than people. In Hassein's office Nabil explainsto him about Hariba; that she'sjessed and has
run away. It'salittle office, not nearly as big as the stalls where the horses stay. | St on achair and drink
mint tea

Hassain takes off hisdark glassesto reveal very young eyes, and stares at the papers piled on his desk
likerugsinabazaar. ? | don't know,? he says. ? Wejessthe horses. Y ou could talk to Tahar.?

? Tahar isadoctor?? Nabil asks.
Hass2in amiles. ? Hethinksheis. Come.?

The barns are amaze of long, low buildings, white and new in the early morning sun. Hassein wanders
among them, asking after this Tahar, and Berber boys ook up and point or shake their heads or grin and
shrug. A lot of Berbers, desert dark and dressed, many of them, asif they've just walked out of the
mountains.

Hassain finds Tahar leaning on astall door, watching a horse egt. Tahar islong-jawed and needs a shave,
but at least heisn't aBerber. Hishorseisaswell groomed and shining as heisdisheveled, but at least he
doesn't look asif hisfamily livesin amountain fortress with their sheep.

? How isthe mare?? Hassain says. ? Issheready??

? Ready,? Tahar growls. ? She'sbeen ready for days. The boy has been on foa watch so long he had
to go tell hiswretched family hewas4ill dive.? A boy stsin the corner of the sdl, chewing on along
stem of hay. Heisas dark and barefoot as any of the boys here.

? Isshewaxing?? Hassein asks.
? Two days, now. Mares wax and within hours, they give birth, except the rgjah-mistress here.?

Thehorselipsat her hay, not redlly eating, letting it dribble onto the floor of the stall. She stares off into
the distance, shifting from one foot to the other. | wonder if she understands us.

? Thisismy old friend Nabil. From childhood. Heislooking for some help, and | thought of you.?
Tahar looks Nabil up and down. ? Y ou need help with ahorse?? he asks, looking sour.
? No,? Nabil says, ? with my sder.?

Tahar looks at Hassain, alook full of meaning | can't understand, then he sighs. ? Tell me about your
sder.?



? Sheisill,? Nabil says. ? It'saddicate matter.?

? It'sdways adelicate matter,? Tahar says. ? Come on, you can talk here. The boy won't tell anyone
and the mare can't.?

She doesn't even as much flicker her ears, but gazes dreamily off.

? My sster isaservant, and there was some difficulty with her employment-? Nabil says.
? s she pregnant or jessed? What's the problem??

? Jessed,? | say. | am furiouswith thisman. ? And sheisdying.?

Heraises an eyebrow a me. ? Y ou are who, her mother? Her grandmother??

? Her mother. And luckier, | think, than your mother.?

Nabil says, ? Please, excuse my mother, she'sworried about my sister.?

Tahar looks at me and we have an understanding: We hate each other.

Nabil says, ? Mama.?

| leave the three men and go to the stall door and duck in. The mareisbig, taller at the shoulder than |
am, and onceI'min, I'm afraid. But she doesn't care. She doesn't even look at me. | inhale the smell of
her, clean-healthy horse. Her beautiful pink and black feet are clean, her pink nose with its old man
scattering of whiskersisclean.

? Mama,? | whisper. ? I'mamama, too.? | lay my hand againgt her huge belly. ? Y our poor back, your
poor sprung ribs. You'retired, aren't you??

Shelooks around at me now. She has abrown face with awhite streak down the middle and wise eyes.
? Men don't know,? | say. ? But we know, don't we.?

| can't say in wordswhat we know. But that's all right.

Tahar says helll come when he can. Hisracehorse is more important to him than any person could be.
When | think of the mare, waiting for the coming of her fod, | can dmost understand. But at home,
therés my daughter.

Nabil sells paper funera arrangementsfor me and | go to tend my daughter.
My sster's house smélls of sickness,

? Shesbeen vomiting dl morning,? Zehrasays. ? Therés nothing in her somach. She can only retch
and bring up bile.?

Haribais curled up on her side, whimpering. ? Mama, can Akhmim come? Hell make mefed better.?

? Shhh,? | whisper, stroking her forehead. She retchesagain and | grab the bowl. She bringsup alittle
green bile and some dtrings of mucus. ? Hush,? | say. ? Thedoctor iscoming.?

? Mama,? shewhimpers. ? Mama, | fed redly bad.?



Sheretchesagain.

Thisiswhat it'slike, dl through the rest of the morning and the afternoon. My sister watches her
granddaughter and two grandsons while her daughter works. They complain that it smells. When my
gster cooks for them, Haribais even more nauseated.

Nabil comes by in the afternoon and | send him home to get some of the oil that | useto scent the
flowers.

? Itsmdlslikeafunerd in here,? my sister says.
? lsn't that better than sickness??

Rashida, my other daughter, comes and sitswith us. Sheisthe one most like me-short, with my face.
She's big with her baby. Two months left and she's dready so ungainly that I'm sure shef's miscounted the
months. Or maybeit'stwins.

? How areyou?? | say.

Shefrowns. ? | wish | could deep, but if | lieon my back it hurtsand | can't deep any other way. But
redly, I'mfine.?

Hariba opens her eyes deepily and smiles at Rashida. They dwaysfought, but they are sigters.
Rashidais till there when the doctor comes.

He's contemptuous of my sgter'shome. Her homeis as clean as heis dovenly and poverty is no shame,
but | keep my tongue.

? What's her name?? he asks, crouching.

? Hariba,? | say. | stroke her forehead. ? Sweet, the doctor ishere,? | say. Her forehead isn't even
damp anymore.

? How long has she been like this??
? She's been sick thisway since before dawn,? my sister says. ? She can't even keep water in her.?

? | haveto give her an injection to stop the nausea and let her keep some liquid down. It1l keep her from
dehydrating.? he says. He namesaprice.

| fed, beyond my fear for my daughter, nothing but contempt for this man. | find my money and | pour it
into hishand. ? Thisiswhat | have,? | say. ? Canyou cure her for it? Because if not, you'll haveto take
my word that | will pay you or you'll haveto let her die.?

? Take her to the hospitd if | cost too much,? the man says.
We can't. He knows that. If we take her to the hospital, they'll arrest her.

He gives her theinjection and in amoment | see her relax. Her eyescloud. | think for amoment that he's
killed her and my heart dl but stops, but Haribaiis breathing dowly.

He gives my sster patches to use when the injection wears off. A flutter of packets. ? Cut them in half
andtheninhdf again,? hesays. ? They'retoo strong, otherwise. Give her too much and shelll forget to
bregthe.?



? Why do they make them that strong?? | ask.

? Because ahorseishigger than aperson,? Tahar says, irritated.

? These arefor horses?? My sister picks one up.

? It'sthe same thing they giveto people, only less expensive becauseit'sfor animals.?
? Youregiving my daughter horse medicine??

? I'm giving your daughter medicing,? he snaps. ? A chemica isachemicd, it doesn't care what |abel
you put on the package. How long has she been jessed??

I'm speechless. | thought the mare he was watching was his horse, that he was arich doctor who raced
horses. But of course not, why would arich doctor come here? ? Y ou're ahorse doctor,? | say.

? Horses are jessed, too,? he says. ? More often than people. In most countriesit'sillegd to jess
humans.?

I'm shamed. | can fed my sister looking at me, and my daughter. | can't think of what to say or do-1 can't
take Haribato a hospita, but I've brought a man who doctors horses to cure my daughter. And given
him al my money. My stupid pride.

Rashidasays, ? Can you release her from the jesses?? Her voiceiscam, asif having her sster attended
by an animal doctor isnormd.

| cover my face so no one can see me cry. If I'd known he was ahorse doctor, 1'd still have had him
come. What else could | do? It's my daughter.

? How long has she been jessed?? Tahar asksagain.

? Fiveyears-? Rashidapauses. ? No, Sx years.?

Tahar frowns. ? That'salong timeto reverse.?

No one says anything. | keep my face covered and my eyes closed, choking on my own tears.

? I'll give her aninjection. It will reversetheingruction, but | don't know if it will reverse dl thejessang.?

| don't understand what he istalking about. I'm too old, | never had any schooling. | don't know enough
to help my children. There's some more talk and the horse doctor gives her the injection and leaves.
Rashida puts her arm around my shoulders. ? Mama,? she says, ? you'retired, let me take you home.?

| wakein the night, not sure where | am. | build my home around me-Nabil isadeep here, | am here, the
door ishere. I'velived herefor thirty years. Wheredo | think | am?

In the morning Haribais awake and sipping mint tea, propped up on her blankets. Sheisagtick
puppet-her upper arms are as thin as my wrist and although she holds the cup in both spider-fingered
hands, it looks too heavy for her.

? Daughter,? | say and it down next to her. ? You look better.?



She nods on her stick neck. ? Aunt Zehrasays | haveto drink alot.?

?Youdo,? | say. lliness has made her smple-Hariba, who was aways thinking and planning.
? | haveto get amessageto Akhmim,? she says.

? Theharni ?7? | ask, Startled.

Sheisquildess. ? | haveto, heisworried.?

| take the cup from her and put it down with aclink and hold her thin hand. ? Don't worry,? | say. | can
fed the fragile bones of her hand, the skin dry and hot like paper. ? Don't worry about the harni or

anything.?
? Y ou'll make sure he knows how | am?? she asks.
? 1'll tell Nabil,? | say. | will tell Nabil, but well have nothing to do with the harni .

She drinks some more teaand deegps, and drinks alittle more and deeps, until | tell my sster that I'm
going homefor lunch.

| walk home thinking of law and of justice. Of Hariba. The Mashahana saysthat justiceiswater inthe
desert, sweeter than love. Hariba has suffered; isit just to give her to the police? I'm supposed to protect
and care for my children. I'm supposed to honor the law. Which is more important?

Nabil isgtting in the house with two men | don't know. ? Mother,? he says, startingtoriseas| enter,
but one of the men gesturesfor him to stay gitting.

? Maam,? theman says. They arethe police, | cantell, even though they wear dusty djellabas and not
uniforms. My knees shake and | pull my veil across my face. People who run afoul of the police
disappear. ? We have been talking with your son,? the older man says.

? Hashe offered you tea?? | ask.
? No, thank you,? the man says.

Heisamost my age, this man, and he'slean and hungry-looking. The other is barely older than Nabil. ?
Have you heard from your daughter?? the old lean one asks.

? Rashida? | try to go and see her, she's pregnant,? | say.
? Y our other daughter,? he says.

| shake my head and | think Nabil relaxes abit. They have been asking questions, and now they want to
seeif Nabil and | give the same answers. Prophets and angelswalk with me. ? Please let me make you
sometea,? | say. ? Nabil, how could you not make your friends tea??

Nabil opens hismouth asif to speak, but the man cuts him off. ? Y our son has been most polite, maam.
?

? He'smy youngest and I've spoiled him,? | say. My voicerattlesaround like asingle pistachio in ajar.
? Sometimes heforgets.? | can pretend they are friends of Nabil. | can be adotty old lady. Thenif | say
something that contradicts what Nabil has said, it'll be because I'm confused and old. | pour water into
the tegpot and light the stove.



The lean onefrowns. ? Please, maam, about your daughter.?

? Areyou and Nabil looking for my daughter?? | ask. ? Nabil, what have you been doing?1 told you,
sheisdead to me.?

The young onelooks alittle surprised.

? We'relooking for your daughter,? thelean one says, ? but not with Nabil. There's been areport that
she stole something. That she ran away. Y ou knew this??

? Did her employer send you?? | ask. | dlow mysdlf to st down tiredly. ? She didn't answer my |etters.
Sowecdled.? It'strue. Rashidawrites my letters for me, and Hariba has aways answered, then for
three months we didn't hear anything, so Nabil called and the man she worked for told us her contract
had been transferred and that she'd run away with the harni . | didn't believeit until Nabil brought her to
my sgter's. ? I'm sorry. If my daughter cameto my door, I'd turn her away.?

The lean one says, ? Has she been here??

? No.? | shakemy head. ? She knows better. Sheisathief and what she'sdone, thething-? | hidemy
facein my hands. It'seasy to be disgusted if | et mysdlf think about it. ? She's not my daughter anymore.
| have one son and one daughter now. ?

My pleassureisathing I can hold in my hands, but | don't think it showsin my face. It'samost true, and
that makesit easy to say. | look up at the two men. They don't care about what 1've said. In the young
one'sface| see Fhassn. It's an odd thought. Whatever else Fhassin has done he's never given me any
reason to think he might want to be police-and certainly not police such asthis, men who wear normal
clothes and who spy on people. But it'sthere. That same glitter, that same cynicism. Policemen probably
think that there are no innocent people. What doesit matter if they spy?

Fhassin never had much faith in innocence, either.

| fed asif fingerswak up my back and | shudder.

? Comewith us,? theman says. ? Both of you.?

? Comewhere?? Nabil asks.

The young one takes Nabil by the upper arm and pullshim to hisfeet.

? Buttheteal ? | say, afoolish, ineffectua thing. | know it's stupid, but my mind stuttersonit. ? The
sove,? | say. ? Theteal ?

? It'sdl right,? the man saysand putsit out.
Heslying.

They take usto the police ation, in full daylight, where anyone might see usgo in and assumewe are
criminas. But I'm lying about Hariba, so | amacrimind.

They take usto aroom with atable and some chairs and that's al and they lock the door from the
ingde.

? Whereisyour daughter?? the older man asks.

? | don't know. | told you,? | say, ? she'sno daughter of mine.?



He gesturesto Nabil to sit down. ? Wheresyour Sster?? he asks.
Nabil stsdown and stares at the table. ? | don't know,? he mumbles.

The man leans across the table and pushes him so the chair tips over backward. Nabil cries out ashe
fdlstothefloor. It'sso quick | can't even think of it. The younger man pullsalength of fiber hose out
from under hisrobes and strikes Nabil.

? No!? | say, reaching my hand out, although I'm nowhere near enough to touch my son.

Nabil covers hisface with hisarms, and the young man strikes again and again. Nabil istangled up inthe
fdlen char. ? Stop! Stop! O Prophet, stop! ? 1'm thinking that agood mother would throw herself
across her son's body to stop the blows. I'm thinking that agood mother would at least try to grab the
arms of the boy with the hose.

I'm not agood mother. | make funny noises and then | bite my fingers. | do, | stick them in my mouth and
bite on them. Not so | won't cry out, but for no reason at dl. Then | cover my mouth with my handsand

ary.

Nabil! Nabil! My baby boy! Heisn't good at the world, he doesn't have Fhassin'swit. Don't beat him.
He'stoo good-natured. I've brought him to this, for Hariba, who's brought thison al of us. The black
hose whistles through the air but, the sound it makes when it hits Nabil's forearms and side and shoulders
isdull, athwack, like someone beeting laundry.

The older man raises his hand and the younger man stops. ? So,? the older man saysto me, ? haveyou
seen your daughter??

? No, nonono,? | say.

The young man pullsthe chair away from Nabil, setsit at the table, helps Nabil up, and Stshiminiit.
Nabil cringesfrom the help. Nabil looks a me. He has round dark eyes and his mop of hair has a clump
of dust stuck init near his eyebrow. He opens his mouth, maybe to say where Haribais, maybe to say
something to me, but | think it'sto call, ? Mama,? and | can't help him. He closes his mouth without

saying anything, but | hear my baby boy calling mein my head.

? You haven't seen her or heard from her?? the older man asks me.

| shake my head.

The young man grabs Nabil's hands and wrestles them behind the chair and snaps the bracelets on him.
?Wat!? | say. ? | haven't seen her! Why are you doing this??

? Weknow you have,? the older man sayssmply.

My heart sinks. The ground is gone beneath me.

The younger man hefts the hose, watching me. The older man iswatching me, too. But not carefully.

The most frightening thing isthat they don't care. If we say something, if wereslent. If wedie, if welive.
These men will go home and sit down to dinner and not think of us again. The older man will go home
and hiswifewill ask him how was hisday and hewill shrug and say, ? Y ou know how it goes,? and she
will put the platter of couscous down and the family will eat and talk of other things, like whether his
daughter will have aboy or agirl, or about the job that the neighbor's boy has gotten, or even how much



cumin isin the couscous. The young man will go hometo hisyoung wifewith lipslike berries and they will
have sex when they go to bed, hismuscleswill ripple in his shoulders when he takes her in hisarms and
ghélll think of what a handsome, wonderful animd heis, and not once will anyone think of us.

? No, nonono,? | say, because it doesn't really matter what | say.

The younger man raises the black hose and Nabil watchesit with his eyes, then turns hisface away. The
younger man swingsit, without rancor. Efficiently, like asoccer player or like the long-legged horses we
saw at thetrack, confident in the play of bone and muscle. He strikes the side of Nabil's face again and
again asNabil triesto get out of the way, struggling until the chair clatters over.

The young man reaches down and grabs the back of the chair and hauls it upright again, then hits Nabil
some more. The older man raises his hand and the younger man stops. The younger man isbreathing a
little heavily from exertion. Maybe the older man has stopped him so he can have alittle bresk. Thekind
of thing that one thinks of for one's partner. Nabil's head sags forward and he is bleeding from his
forehead and around hiseye.

? S0 you say you haven't heard from your daughter?? the older man says.

| cannot say anything. | cry into the palm of my hand, covering my mouth. I'm rocking back and forth. |
can't speek for crying and I'm afraid because they will kill Nabil and they will kill me becausein their eyes
we are nothing.

Theolder mansighs. ? Letthem go,? he says, irritated.

They dump us out adoor and | sit with Nabil's poor bleeding head in my handsfor awhile. No one helps
us. | don't blame them. | didn't even help Nabil and I'm his mother.

Eventudly I can get him to stand up, dthough he says heisdizzy and everything isblurry. We stand in the
dirty adley and he retches and throws up. | hold him standing becauseiif | let him down, I'm afraid | won't
be able to get him back up, so he vomits down his front and down part of my chador. Then | try to
steady him and we walk like two drunks, swaying from one side of the dley to the other.

People stare at usin the street. I'm ashamed. But we can't stop and there's nowhere to go except home.
Even if my sster Zehras house were closer, | wouldn't go there. It'stime to start making dinner by the
time we get home.

| lay Nabil down on hisown palet and | take his shirt and pants off him asif he were alittle boy rather
than agrown man, and | wash hisface clean.

? My head aches,? he says.

| brew him mint teaand he drinksit at my urging, and then | let him doze. | change and clean up and Sitin
the gathering darkness. | will wake him every hour. Old women don't need much deep.

| don't know if they know that Haribais at my sster's. | don't think so. If they did, they would just arrest
Hariba, wouldn't they? Maybe they want to catch the harni, too. But Haribawould probably tell them,
she'sweak and sick. | can't go see her, though. What if they're following Nabil and me? It isimpossible
to know what to do.

| wake Nabil and make him drink some moretea. ? | fed sick,? he says.



? Liedill,? | say.

? | fed asif my head were at the center of something and my body were spinning around like the hands
of aclock,? hesays.

| get awet rag and lay it on hisforehead and hold his hand until hefalls adeep.

| nod during the night, and wake up not certain where | am, but each time | wake up, | wake Nabil as
wdl. ? Mama,? hesaysonetime, ? | keep having bad dreams.?

| sngto him until hefalsadeep.

Zehra, my younger Ster, comes the next day, bearing soup for breskfast. It's harira, full of chickpeas
and onions, kusbur and tomatoes and salt buitter.

? | heard,? shesaysgrimly. ? The police, they're like vultures. People are murdered in the streets and
what do they do? Beat innocents. Sister, you look exhausted, go to deep.?

? | cantdeepintheday,? | say, irritable. ? And you shouldn't come here. What if they're watching us?
2

? Then they will see me cometo visit my sster and nephew.? She looks past the partition to see Nabil,
and | have the hitter pleasure of hearing her gasp when she seeshisface. ? Poor baby,? she says,
whispered like a prayer.

Maybe now shéll stop thinking about Hariba as a victim and see what the girl's done to her family.
? It'sokay, Aunt Zehra,? Nabil says. ? It looksworsethanitis.?

Zehrafeeds him soup and then makes me eat some, too. Her hariraisvery good, but | likeit with more
cumin than she does. Still, it'sgood. It's good.

She beckons me to go outside with her, where Nabil can't hear. There she strokes my cheeks and the
tears stand in her eyes. With my sster, al her emotions are there. She's strong, angry when she wantsto
be and sad when she wantsto be. ? Hariba,? she says.

? What?? | say, and fear clutches a my chest. ? Did they comefor her??

? No, no, no,? shewhispers. ? But she'snot aswell today as she was. She has abit of afever. You
need to cometo her.?

? Cometo her? They might follow me! They might be watching! ?

? Take your wreaths and go to the Moussin,? Zehrasays. ? Watch everything. If you think you are
being followed, come back here, otherwise go to my house.?

? | can't leave Nahil,? | say.
? I'll stay with Nabil. Go see your daughter.?
? The doctor-? but | have no money for the doctor and he's a crook anyway .

Zehraghrugs. ? He said it could be afew days before she improves. Maybe thisis nothing.?



| don't have very much to sdll. I've been sitting with Haribainstead of making wreaths. But | pack what |
have and trudge off to the Moussin. | spread them out. The police, if they have followed me, would
expect meto. The Moussin isacrowded place, | don't know how | cantell if someoneisfollowing me.
There are people who are here dl the time, but that doesn't mean they aren't informers. And there are
people who come once or twice.

I've brought paper, so | start making flowers. I'm tired, but my fingersthink for me, and the sunisn't so
bad. | can barely hear the drone of prayer being sung from the Moussin, and | lift my face for amoment
to fed what breezethereis. A beautiful young man looks a my wreaths. He has hair that falsin looser
curlsthan Nabil's, and he wearsit alittlelong. He looks amaost womanly.

? Thesearelovdy,? hesays.
? Thank you,? | say. ? Y ou are mourning someone??

He shrugs, which isan odd sort of answer. ? I'm looking for someone. | have afriend whose mother
makes wreaths.?

I'm frightened. ? Most of us here are mothers, fathers, daughters, and sons,? | say.
Henods. ? My friendisin trouble and I'm worried about her.?

He's secret police, of course. | can't think of what to say. | don't say anything.

? Her nameisHariba,? he says.

What do | say? What do the police expect meto say? ? | used to have a daughter named Hariba, but
sheisdead.?

? Dead?? hesays.
? Deadtome,? | say.
? What do you mean?? heasks. ? Did shedie??

He's not the secret police. He's someone she knows. But maybe not. | don't know how clever the police
are. ? What isittoyou?? | ask.

? Itsnothing,? hesays. ? It'snothing.? Hedtsdown inthe dust of the plazaand hideshisfacein his
hands. His shoulders don't move, athough he might be crying. But when he takes his hands away, his
faceisdesolate but dry.

? You'reafriend of hers?? | ask. ? How do you know her??
? I'mthe harni, ? hesays.

No, heisn't. HeE's human. He looks human, he acts human. | study him. I've never seen a harni, but |
imagined they would have afa seness about them. Hishumanness, if heisthe harni, isthemost
frightening thing about him.

? Shewanted her mother, so | thought she should go home,? he says.

? Shesathief,? | say. ? And you are blasphemy.? | collect my things. ? | wouldn't have her inmy
home.?



? Isshedill dive?? heasks.

| won't speak to him. | could call for the police right now, except he would tell them that he contacted her
family. ? If you have any fedingsfor Hariba,? | say, ? leavethiscity. Go far away, where no onewill
ever find you.?

? So she'snot dead.? He scramblesto hisfeet, brushing away the dust. ? How isshe??

? Get away fromme,? | say. ? Youve brought nothing to me and my family but pain. Get away from
mel?

Hebiteshislip.

Very human. Very beautiful. Like the big gray racehorse. | can amost understand Hariba. Such painin
hisface. | don't darelook at him. | walk away.

| take along way from the Moussin to Zehras house. Maybe the young man who clams hesa harni is
sent by the secret police. Maybe he'sredlly a harni, but not Haribas harni . Or maybe the police have
caught him and are using him to find Hariba. Whedlswithin whedls. | don't know what to think, but |
wak forever. My poor old feet hurt and my hedlsare sore, but | cut through aleys barely wide enough
for me, and then | watch to make sure no one comes out.

| don't tell Haribawhat | saw. She'sdozing, fitful, but it's enough for meto sit down and let my niece
Husniya bring me some mint tea. Husniyawhispers, ? How is Nabil ??

| shrug. ? | think hell bedl right.?

| drink my teaand doze.

? Mama?? Haribasaysafter awhile.

? Hhmm?? | say.

? IsNabil dl right??

? Nabil isfine,? | say. Who told her?

? Itsmy fault,? shesays.

| don't know what to say, so | give her asip of my tea.

? Poor Nabil,? shemurmers. ? Poor Mama. Poor Akhmim.?
? Hush,? | say.

Whilel am stting there, Ayeshacomesin. Her daughter iswith her mother and she has brought tamarind
drink to tempt Hariba. Ayesha has grown up to be a pretty woman. When she and Haribawere young,
Ayeshawas the follower, but now that she has a husband and a daughter, she's somehow |eft Hariba
behind. Hariba, for al her experiencein rich people's homes, is still agirl, artificialy preserved in the way
spingersare.

| get up, ready to go home and seeto Nabil, and let Ayeshatake my place.



4,
ThelnvisbleRule

My daughter, Tariam, crieswhen | leave to go to see Hariba. Sheloves my mother, but shelovesto go
out with me and she hatesit when | leave her behind. Her red furiousface isthe last thing | see, and I'm
redly glad to get out of the house.

Hariba aways wanted to be a saint. It's been her downfall, | think. We were best friends, | suppose
we're gtill best friends, so | know her better than anyone. | don't mean that she wanted to be ardligious
saint, although she was always pretty religious, like her mother. She wanted to be right. She wanted to be
with gi‘aida, theinvisblerule. | just want something other than the Nekropalis. | hate the Nekropolis.
Alem, my husband, islooking for aflat in the part of town caled Debbaghin. We haven't found one that
we like that we can afford. But my aunt Chamalived there for awhile before her husband divorced her
and she sayswewill. It just takestime.

The Nekropolisisal right, itswherel grew up, but | want Tariam to grow up in aplace that's sefer.

I'm not particularly thinking about anything when | seethe harni standing there, at the end of my street.
For asecond | assume he'sabeggar, then | redlizewho it is. He sees me and comes toward me. My
blood just freezes, I'm so frightened. | know he's not going to do anything. The threetimes I've met him
before he was nice. Today he has this hangdog way, asif he expectsto be kicked.

? Ayesha?? hesays.

| can't think of what to say or do, so | say, ? What do you want??
? IsHaibadl right?? he says.

? Haribaisfing? | say.

? Her mother said she was dead.?

The harni talked to Haribas mother? | love Hariba's mother dearly, she'samost a second mother to me,
but she's as old-fashioned as they come. | can't imagine her with the harni .

? Hariba's not dead,? | say. ? She's getting better, | think.?

Hisface opensup with relief and | fed sorry for him. ? | haveto go to work,? hesays, ? but can| talk
to you alittle, tomorrow? Here??

? No!? | say. He'sthe cause of dl this. Where we're standing, no onein thelittle shop across the street
can see us, thank Allah. Old MissNessaisaterrible gossip.

? Please,? hesays. ? | just want to know if shesdl right.?

| go around him and walk asfast as| can. I'm afraid to look back. | almost expect him to put his hand on
my shoulder, but of course he doesn't. When | finally can't stand it anymore and look back, he's ill
gtanding there.

? I'll be heretomorrow! ? he calls after me. On the street. I'm so embarrassed | pretend heisn't talking
to me and keep walking.

It's halfway across the Nekropolisto Hariba's Aunt Zehra. Haribals Aunt Zehraislike my own aunt, we
spent so much time there when we were growing up. Everybody watched Hariba and her sster and



brothers because their father was dead and her mother had to work. For the first few minutes, my faceis
burning from meeting the harni . But then the walk helps me calm down, and my new sandals hurt where
the strap rubs across my hedl, which isasmall and petty thing to think about compared to Haribas
troubles, but it fill hurts. My mother's dways comparing hurtsthat way. If | said | was sad because we
were poor, she'd say, ? But think how lucky you are that you have aroof over your head, not likethe old
man under the bridge who doesn't have any placeto go.? | wasamarried woman when | findly thought
of something to say back: ? Just because some man's worse off than me doesn't mean that 1'm not poor,
and I'm certainly not going to be happy about it.? | never have the nerveto say it to my mother, though.

| just look a my husband, Alem, who knowswhat I'm thinking, and he tries not to laugh.

Zehras neighbors are an old couple. The old man is Sitting outside, watching the world go by. He nods at
me. | wonder what he thinks of Hariba.

Hariba's mother is sitting with Hariba. She doesn't look so good, Hariba's troubles have made her face
pull in and down. Even when Fhassin wasin trouble, she didn't change, she was dwayslittle and neither
young nhor old, but now she'slined and tired. What could the harni have said to her? Did she even know
what hewas? Wéll, if shetold him that Hariba was dead, then she did know who hewas, and | probably
shouldn't havetold him it wasn't true.

She getsup when | comein. ? | haveto go and seeto Nabil,? Hariba's mother says. ? Now that you're
here, Il go on home.? Nabil never left home, and Haribas mother takes care of him asif hewere dtill a
boy.

Hariba's feverish. She opens her eyesand smilesat me. ? Hi, sweetie,? | say. | can't tell her about
mesting the harni . ? Tariam drew apicture for you.?

Sheholdsit in her trembling hand. ? Give her akissfor me,? she says.

| think Haribaregrets giving up children the most. It's not asif being jessed means she can't have children,
but who would marry her? Unless she could buy back her bond, and Hariba always said she was saving
her money to have alittle when she was old.

? Have you seen Akhmim?? she whispers.

I'm so startled | don't know what to say. How could she know?

? Ayesha,? shewhispers, looking to make sure Zehra's niece can't hear us. ? | need to seehim.?
? Hegot you into trouble,? | say.

? No, no, no,? shesays. ? It'snot likethat. Can you find him? Have you seen him??
| shake my heed, lying.

? Please, please. | need to seehim.?

? Zehrawould never let himinhere,? | say.

She sighsand surrenders, closing her eyes. After amoment | redize she'scrying.

? Oh, honey,? | say.

? I'm so scared,? shesays. ? Ayesha,? shesays, ? youretheonly onel cantrust.?

I'm scared, too.



The next day he'sthere, waiting, of course. It's a place where beggars Sit, but his clothes are too clean
and he looks too niceto be abeggar.

Mrs. Ibraham is out on the street behind me. | walk past him, ignoring him. He looksterribly sad. At least
he has the decency not to say anything to me with someone watching.

Can harni be sad? They'relike Al, and some Al is sad and someisn't. Some doesn't have emotionslike
usat dl, evenif peoplelike my mother don't believeit. | don't know anything about harni, though.

| look over my shoulder.
? Ayesha? hesays.

If it'san act, or programming, it'svery good. But | keep walking. If my little girl, Tariam, comes out to
play, will he remember she'ls mine? Tariam would not know to be careful. But she doesn't cometo the
end of the street, my mother will keep an eye on her. Tariam would like the harni, but sheisshy and he's
astrange man. | can't believe hed take her.

Although he took Hariba. But not like that. Haribais agrown woman. He didn't just pick her up and
walk away with her.

| could turn around and tell my mother to keep Tariam insde dl afternoon, but I'd have to walk back
past him.

| stop at ashop and buy acard phone. Calls are cheap, only abit of silver. | call the shop near home-my
mother dways has acard phone around in case of an emergency, but she never remembersto put her

number in so no one can cal her. ? Addi, r,? | say to the shopkeeper, ? it's Ayesha, Zeinab's daughter.
?

When we were children, we were dl in awe of Addi, who was so serious when we bought chocolate
from him. But he'sjust apoor man with atiny shop.

? Yes miss?? hesays. ? Isanythingwrong??

? Nothing wrong, Addi, sir,? | say, ? but would you send a boy with amessage to my mother? | saw
some older boys | didn't know at the end of the street and they |ooked allittle rough, so could she keep
Tariam ingde this afternoon??

Hell send aboy to my mother. | could have told him | saw the harni, to call the police, but | didnt.
What if Haribafound out? And the harni looks so sad.

I'm soft-hearted. My mother, who used to visit family on the farm, says|'d sarveto deeth if | had to
butcher my own food and she's probably right.

Haribais better. She'sSitting up again. Thefirst timel cameto Sit with her she was so sick and there
wasn't anything | could do. | kept asking her if she wanted a cool cloth, some teg, anything. | wanted to
do something. There was nothing to be done, and | suppose | was one more problem for her, with my
wanting. | told my mother | wouldn't go back.

She said | most certainly would, that Haribawas my oldest friend. | said | didn't know what to do.

? You don't do anything,? shesaid. ? You arejust there.?



So | tried to just be there. But seeing Hariba sitting up iswonderful.

Zehraand Hariba's mother are arguing about the doctor. ? He didn't do anything,? Zehrasays.
? She's getting better,? Hariba's mother says.

? That's because someone'staking care of her,? Zehrasays. ? That horse doctor was a crook. ?
? The patches helped,? Haribas mother says.

? Horse patches,? Zehrasays.

? | want to St outside, inthe sun,? Haribawhispers. ? Help me.?

She puts her bony arms around my neck and | pull her up. She leans against me and totters outside to Sit
in the doorway on her sharp-boned bottom. ? Y ou need acushion,? | say. She gets bruises.

? Itwill get dusty.?
? I'll dust it off,? | say, and get acushion. ? Havethey been arguing dl day??
? All day,? shedghs. ? Oh, Ayesha, | forgot my tea.?

| fetchit for her. Today Zehra's old neighbor is either inside or gone to a café, and except for some
children playing, the street is quiet.

? | make you run around like aservant,? she says.

? It'sabout time someone waited onyou,? | say. ? Y ou've waited on other peoplefor years.?
? Oh, | didn't wait on people,? shesays. ? | cleaned and kept accounts.?

Which didn't sound any better to me. ? | hate cleaning.?

? It'snot so bad,? she says. ? Cleaning other peoplesdirt isnot like cleaning your own. | don't know
why. And you get to snoop.? Shelaughsa my expression. ? | used to clean closets, hampers, drawers,
everything. | knew everything about the mistress.?

? Likewhat?? | say.

? Likethat she hasto shave under her chin. And she'sworried about having afat neck, she hasthis
special antifat cream she uses, asif it ever did any good. And Mbarek-salah hasthis, um, device, that he
can put his, you know, histhing in.?

? What are you talking about??

Haribalooks around to make sure none of the children arein earshot. ? It'sfrom outside of the country,
you know.? | know. It'sforbidden. ? It'ssort of likeaplastic bag,? shesays, ? only it'smorelikeone
of those floats children use when they can't svim? And it's shaped like awoman's, well, you know.?

| know, but | can'timagineit.

? It'snot filled with air, it'sfilled with this, um, gdl,? Haribasays. ? Soit'smorelike ared woman. And
when you turn it on, it sort of ripples, you know??

| can't hdp laughing.



? Redly,? shesays, laughing, too. ? And it getswarm and it's like rippling, and he sticks his, um-?

? | know what you mean,? | say, nearly helplesswith laughter.

? Well, you can't blame the poor guy, it's not like he ever got anything out of the mistress.?

? You saw thisthing? Y ou cleaned for Mbarek-salah? | thought you were over on thewomen'sside.?

? One of the men on the men's Sde was having an affair with one of the girlsin the kitchen, and shetold
us about it. She got him to show it to her.?

? | don't believeit,? | said. ? No one would do that.?

? It'strue,? sheinssted. ? And think about it, it'sthe perfect wife.?

| hold my hands up to my hot face, laughing. ? Y ou are wicked, Haribal ?
? No, redly,? shesays, ? I'm not making it up! ?

We laugh and then asilence comes.

? What washelike?? | ask.

? Mbarek-sadlah?? sheasks.

?No,? | say, ? theharni .?

? Why do you want to know?? she says, irritable.

? | don't know,? | say.

Shelooks suspicious. ? Hesgood,? shefindly says. ? Better than anyone else I've ever known.?
Which doesn't tell me anything about what he was like.

? You don't believeme,? shesays. ? None of you believe me. This placeis so backward, you dl think
he's some sort of abomination.?

? Haribal ? | say, furious. All my lifel have been trying to get out of the Nekropolis. She'sthe onewho
was willing to stay here, and she would have if Fhassin hadn't ended up in prison, if someone would have
married her. Sheéld have stayed in the Nekropolis, had her babies, and made her funeral wresths until she
got old before her time.

? It'strue,? shesays. ? Just because he wasn't born, you al hate him and you don't even know what
he'slike.?

? I'm asking what hewaslike,? | say through gritted teeth. ? Listen, girl, I've been trying to get out of
this cemetery my wholelife and you know it, so don't punish me because your aunt and your mother are
living five centuriesago.? Of course, | do think he is an abomination-well, not an abomination, but
something that should never have been. Look at what he's done to Hariba's life. But I'm not some stupid,
superdtitious old woman who can't even read.

She snakes me alook.

| shrug. ? Fine?



? What do you want to know?? she says.
? What hewsaslike. | mean, how was he different??

Sheroalls her eyes. ? He'slike anormal person, just nicer. HESjust aperson. Y ou met him. You liked
him.?

| did like him, but mostly because Haribawas treating him so badly. ? | met him for an hour one
afternoon,? | say.

? Did he act different than ahuman??

? Hewasawfully nice, foraman,? | say.

Shelaughs, ashort sharp bark like adog.

? 1 was only with you two for alittle bit of time, and you didn't even want meto talk to him.?
? | didn't careif you taked to him,? shesays.

? You acted asif I'd catch something if | looked a him.?

? 1 didnot,? shesays.

I'm too irritated to say anything, so | cross my arms and watch the street.

? | don't know how to say what he'slike.? Haribafinaly says. ? He'slike aregular person, only better.
?

| roll my eyes.

? Likethat,? shesays. ? Just likethat. Akhmim doesn't do thet, heisn't sarcadtic. I'm trying my hardest
to tell you what he'slike and you just roll your eyes.?

Her voiceisloud. | glance back into Zehra's house, afraid that Haribals mother will hear. She'slooking
over her shoulder at us. | smile and look back at Hariba. ? Y our mother islistening,? | say quietly.

? | don't care,? Haribasays, but quietly.

We st and don't say anything. | have better questionsin my head: Ishe smart? Is he ever angry? Does he
fed the samethingswe do? How is he different from us? But | can't ask them now.

? I'mtired,? Haribasays, petulant. ? | wanttogoin.?

| cometo see her, and she getsmad at me. Y ou'd think she'd at least have the decency to recognize
didn't have to come see her.

The harni iswaiting at the same spot. He doesn't say anything as| come closer. I'm nervous. He doesn't
look any different than a person, except that he's handsome, like aforeigner who has had his genes
enhanced. | want to spesk to him, but I'm afraid to. | could just keep walking.

? She's getting better,? | say.
? Did you tell her | asked about her?? he says. ? Did she send a message??



? No,? | say, and walk past him.

| can fed him looking at me, through my vell, like his eyes are heat on the back of my head.

The next day | don't go to see Hariba, because my husband wants meto look at aflat in Debbaghin, but
to get to thetrain | have to walk past where the harni waits. HE's not there.

Ishe il in the death house where he and Hariba were living? What's he doing, ishe sck? Harni
probably don't even get sick. If | was going to make a creature, I'd make them so they didn't get sick.

| am glad he's not there. Or maybe not, | don't know.

If 1 left the Nekropoalis, then | could just lose track of Hariba and her harni . Thingswould take thelr
course. When my cousin moved out of the Nekropolis, | stopped seeing much of her. Not because either
of us meant to, but she had to work and her son wasin acréche in the day and we tried to get together a
couple of timesfor tea It would be like that. Alem isn't redly pleased with thisflat, but if | got ajob, we
could get a better one. | could work in atea shop or something.

Theflat ison thefourth floor, up under the roof whereit's hot. The air cooler ison, but it doesn't do much
good. Theresaway up onto the roof, atrap door, but when | ask if we could deep on the roof, where it
would be coal at night, the landlord says he doesn't want it unlocked, because thieves could get in.

? Wewould be on the roof, wed hear athief,? | say.

? You don't want to deep on theroof here,? he says. ? Anyway, what if you forgot to lock it and you
were gone? Anyone could comein my building.?

For somereason | think of the harni waiting on the roof.

Itisn't avery niceflat, it doesn't have very much space. | thank the man and wonder why Alem wanted
meto seeit. Sometimes Alem just needs me to agree with him so he fedl s better about something he's
decided. He's been complaining about how hard it isto work and then look for placesto live and about
how he's seen so many places he can't tell agood place from abad one. | likeit that he doesthat. At first
it made me nervous, | think because of my father-my father never wanted my mother to have asingle
thought. And | wanted a husband who would be area husband. I'm not so old-fashioned as most
women in the Nekropolis, but that's just theway | am. Alem isn't weak and once | redlized what he
wanted, | found | redly liked it. If he ever made adecision, for instance, if he decided that we should
takethisflat, | would do what he wanted.

| walk back to the train so disappointed. | want to live here so bad. Every flat has water and cool air.
The markets are not just carts and stalls but shops on the corners, bigger than Addi's shop at home, with
dates and orangesin bins out front. Cool air comes out the doors.

The buildingsaretadl. On thefirst floor of onetherésasignin awindow that says FOR RENT and two
men are Sitting in front with a paint can. Their clothes are paint-spattered. | stop and tug my veil closer
around my face.

One of the men looks at me and says, ? Miss? Areyou hereto seetheflat??
?No, sr,? | say.

The other one shrugs. ? | don't think she'scoming,? he says.



? I'mlooking for aflat,? | say boldly. ? My husband just sent meto look at one he had seen,? | add, so
they won't think I'm too forward.

? Where?? thefirst man asks.
? Around the corner,? | say.

? Jamd'sflat? Up under theroof?? He shakeshishead. ? Jamal's acrook. Come look at my flat, I've
just paintedit.?

It's on the second floor, and smells strongly of paint. It's clean and white. The rooms are not very large,
but there are two bedrooms, one very smdll, but enough for Tariam. The windows ook down on the
street and it'sddlicioudy codl. It has shutters, which | love, they're so old-fashioned.

? How much?? | ask. It'sthe same asthe other flat, the one Alem wanted meto look at. ? Well takeit,
? | sy.

? Y our husband alows you to spesk for him?? the man says.

? Hell talk to you, but I'm sure helll say yes,? | say. What if it's rented today? | dig in my purse and find
my bankcard. ? Here's our bankcard,? | say. ? | can give you adeposit.?

Hetakesthe card thoughtfully. ? All right,? he says. He puts the amount in, and presses his thumb
againgt the pad. ? It'syours. When do you want to move in??

? | haveto talk to my husband,? | say. Such abig decison, made so fast. | look around the cool rooms
and they seem even smdller. What have | done?

But | smile and thank him. | hope Alem isn't angry.
| take the train home.

The harni isback in his spot, which irritates me. | wish he would disappear. | haveto put astop to this.
He doesn't see me, he'swatching the dust, leaning against the wall like any man with no job. | try to think
of something to say, someway to tell him to leave me done.

? What do you want from me?? | say.
He glances up and sees me and straightens up off thewall. ? Did you see her today?? he asks.

He's so sngle-minded about her that I'm invisible. Which | should admire, it should be romantic but it
isn't, it'sannoying and short-sighted.

?No,? | say. ? And | didn't want to see you. What do you want, why do you wait here??
? | want you to take amessage to her,? he says.

? Goaway,? | say. ? Leave her alone. Leave me done.?

? Jugt onething,? hesays. ? Ask her for me.?

? Why would | take her amessage?? | ask.

? Ask her, what does she want meto do? That'sal, just ask her that.?

? 1 won't ask her anything,? | say. ? You should go away.?



Henods, not at al angry. ? | should,? hesays, ? but | can't.? He'snot likeareal man at al, he hasno
pride, to stand there in the street and be told off like awoman.

? You're not good for her,? | say. ? You're not human.?
? | told her that,? he says.
? 1 amnot going to talk toyou,? | say.

| haven't told Alem about the harni becauseif | did he would tell the police and they would arrest him.
I'dlikeit if he were arrested, but | don't want to be the one who causesit. If he kegps hanging around,
somebody will say something to somebody, I'm sure.

| could tell Alem about the harni after he's arrested, but then I'd have to explain why | didn't tell him
before. | would like to tell someone about the harni . 1'd like to ask someone about harni . | don't know
how Haribastood it.

Not Alem, though. He doesn't talk about things. He tells me about his day and every little thought that
passes through his head, but he doesn't redlly talk about things. My mother dways said, ? Men don't
haveto know every littlething.?

I'm afraid of what hewill say about theflat.

Alem comeshomein hisblue coverdls, so Tariam can see him from far down the street. She runsinto the
street without aveil, in the short dress she wearsin the house so her legs are bare, shouting, ? Papal

Papal ?
But Alem just laughs and scoops her up and kisses her curly head. ? Princess ? he says.

She grinsa me, knowing she has gotten away with something. He spoils her so bad. 1t makes me mad
because he spoils her and then it'sup to meto try to correct her. ? Tariam!? | say. ? Look at you
running naked in the street! Comein herel ? | hate that, making me the bad one. But | know I'm too
critica of him.

? Alem,? | say, my facevery grave, ? | haveto tdl you something.

? What?? Hecarries Tariam in, her long brown legs hanging down. She's getting too big to carry, my
baby.

? | saw theflat and | didn't likeit.?

He holds hisface till, so | don't know if | was supposed to like it or not. Is he angry?
? | found another one,? | said. ? It'svery nice, very clean and cool.

? Where?? he asks.

? Closer tothetrain,? | say.

? Okay,? hesays. ? When do you want to go seeit??

? Tonight?? | say. ? | mean, they were painting it when | saw it, that's how long it's been available, and
itsredly very nice. | was afraid it would be gone, s0? so | put adeposit onit,? | finishinasmdl voice,
I'm hoping he will hear how nervous | am and not be mad at me.



Hefrownsalittle. He doesn't like that | put adeposit on it without him seeing it, but the truth is, he hates
looking for aflat. It took him monthsto even start |ooking, and then he would only look oncein awhile.
So part of himisrelieved I've found something and he doesn't have to look anymore, and part of himis
worried hewont likeit, and part of him-1 know this-wishes we didn't have to go through the bother of
moving a dl.

? What about dinner?? he asks.
? My mother and | made couscous,? | say. ? It'sready.?

It'searly, but we st down to eat. Tariam crawlsinto Alem'slap and hefeeds her. ? I'm not hungry,? she
says, but when he offers her couscous with zucchini and carrot, she eatsit. Then | change her into street
clothes, just asmple blue dress and a scarf for her hair-she hasawild head full of hair, curly like Alem's,
and it stands out like ahalo away from her face, so she'sglad to get it tied back.

? Wherearewe going?? she asks. ? Where are we going??

? Tolook at aflat,? Alem says.

? Arewegoing on thetrain??

? Weare,? heassures her solemnly, and she skips, holding his hand.
? Hurry up! ? shesays. ? Hurry up! | want to ride on thetrain! ?

It's cool underground, but Tariam fidgets on the train and wants to hang on the pole. Alem gets up and
stands with hisfeet wide so hislegs are on either sde of her while she claspsthe metd poleinthe middle
of the ailde and sways back and forth. The lightsflicker and they disappear and reappear and I'm happy
to seethem there. It's going to work out, | think.

And it does. We find the man who has the apartment. Alem likes the gpartment. Thelandlord likes Alem.
We can move in three weeks.

Tariam goes from room to room, singing apopular song | dways hear playing on the street, ? Silly boy,
slly boy, you want to be my lover??

? 1 saw him,? | tell Hariba. It just popsout. | think about saying it and | know | shouldn't and pop, | say
it. I won't have much time to see Hariba anymore, not with moving and dl, and I'm relieved about that. |
hate coming to see her, | hate passing the harni .

? Yousaw him?? she says. She doesn't ask who.

? | was going to catch thetrain. Alem and | are renting an apartment in the Debbaghin,? | say.
? Wheredid you see him??

? Attheend of my dreet,? | say. ? Hewaswaiting for me.?

? Did he have amessage for me?? she asks, her hollow face hungry and dive. Were sitting outsde the
door to her aunt's house,

| try to think of alie, but my mind isblank. ? He said to ask you what you want him to do.? It occursto
methat | could lie, tell him she said to go away.



? | needto seehim,? shesays.

? For what?? | say, exasperated.

? Tofigure out what were goingtodo,? shesays. ? Whereishe??
? | don't know, he'sdwayswaiting at the end of my Street.?

? Y ou've seen him before??

?Yes? | say. ? And | shouldn't havetold you.?

She covers her mouth with her hands. ? O Holy One,? shefindly bresthes between her fingers. ? | was
afrad hewasgone.?

? You'rejust going to get in trouble.?

She shakes her head. ? Y ou don't understand. Tl him, no, wait, you said he's at the end of your street?
The end of our street? When? When you're coming here??

? Youcantgomeethim,? | say, aghast.

? | haveto.?

? I'll tell your mother. I'll tell Zehra. They won't et you out of the house.?

? Dont,? shewhispers. ? Please, Ayesha, don't.?

? You can't go meet him on the street, you'll get arrested. Y ou'll get him arrested. ?
? Theyll kill him,? shewhispers. ? Won't they? They'll put him down.?

Which maybe they should do.

? They want to arrest you; look what they did to Nabil. Y ou have to get better and then decide what
you'regoingto do.? Weveadl been talking about what she is going to do and we dl think sheé's going to
have to run away. She can't stay here.

? | haveto seehimagain,? shesays. ? At least one moretime. Y ou've got to help me see him one more
time?

? Then you promise you'll decide what you're going to do??

Shenods. ? | will. What do you think | should do??

? Go abroad,? | say.

Shenods. ? Okay, I'll planit out. I'll decide whereto go and I'll go away.?
? Stat anew life,? | prompt.

Shenods.

? So your family won't bein danger anymore.?

That'shard for her. | can seeit hit her. But she nods dowly. ? Okay. Maybe he could meet mein atea



shop? Do you think??
An unmarried woman meeting a man in ateashop isgoing to attract stares. ? Don't be stupid,? | say.
She bitesher lip.?

? 1 know aplace,? | say. ? You could meet in our new flat.?

Tariam says, ? Areyou going to the new flat??

? No, baby,? | say, ? I'm going to see Aunt Hariba.?
? Can we go to the new flat??

? No, you stay here with Grandmamma.?

? No,? Tariam says, looking down, her fat baby lip poking out. ? | don't want to stay with
Grandmamma.?

? Mamahasto go see Aunt Hariba,? | say.

Tariam fusses. She'smy guilty conscience. Sometimes she looks so-not frail, so provisona, asthough |
love her so much | shouldn't be alowed to have her and someone's going to take her from me. She'stoo
tiny, too perfect in every detail, down to the utter loveiness of her teeth. Tiny white teeth like corn
kernels. Shewantsto go on thetrain. | hear her wail as| leave my mother's,

I'm clutching my veil so hard it pulls acrossthe top of my head like aband. | make mysdlf relax. Maybe
the harni won't be there. Sometimes heisn't.

But | see him loitering done a the corner. Why doesn't anyone ever call the police on him? A strange
man standing there.

Helifts his head from where he's been tracing the dust with his shoe, hisface opento me.

? Shewantsto seeyou,? | say. Until | actudly say it, I've been pretending to mysdlf that | might lie, but
thetruthis| never redly would have.

? Where?? he says, asif this has been aforegone conclusion, and his easy assumption makes the anger
riseup in me. What right does he have to assume!

? At an empty flat in Debbaghin. Do you know wherethat is??

? 1 know,? hesays.

| tell him the address.

? Thank you,? he says. ? Thank you so very much.?

? Don't thank me,? | say. ? If | had my way, you'd never see her again.?

? Youdo it out of lovefor her,? hesays. ? | canthank you for that.?



It was the way he was so unmanly that made me so uncomfortable. If | had spoken to any man that way
? | think Hariba had raised her brothers and she had always been bossy, so that waswhy she liked the
harni, because she wanted aman like that.

? Haribaand | thought maybe she could go out with metoday,? | tdl Aunt Zehra

? She'snot very strong,? Aunt Zehrasays.

? 1 cangoinapedicab,? Haribasays. ? It would be good for me.?

| can see Aunt Zehradoesn't like the idea. ? What if someone sees you and cdlsthe police??

? She could dresslike anew widow,? | say. | have brought my mother's chador and | unfold it.

Zehrablinks and pulls her head back, startled. ? Wdl,? shesays, ? at least you didn't decide to use
mine.?

Zehraisashig as Hariba's mother islittle and Haribawould have been logt in the folds of her chador, like
Tariam in something of mine.

? Wearejust going to go around abit,? Haribasays. ? Stop in atea shop, go to the Moussin.?

Zehraisnot the kind of person who goes to the Moussin except when caled to worship, but maybe she
thinks Hariba has been so frightened by her sicknessthat she wantsto go. It will certainly explain why
we're gone for afew hours.

Hariba holds her thin arms up like achild and Zehraand | throw the chador over her head and help her
straighten it so she can see. My mother is bigger than Hariba, but it's not so bad. One woman in a chador
looks like another.

Zehralets us use a card phoneto call a pedicab and together we bundle Hariba out the door and into the
Seat. Sheleans over and kisses her aunt on the cheek. ? If my mother comesby, tell her | won't belong,
? shesays.

Now that we have actually succeeded, | fed terrible about lying to Zehra. But Hariba doesn't seem to
have any second thoughts. She seems as natural asif we weren't sneaking off to see her lover. Sheliesso
easly and so well. It even seemsto fill her with energy, but maybe that isjust the anticipation of seeing
the harni .

We take the pedicab to the train, and Haribaleans on my arm to get down the steps. She'sfull of
guestions about what the harni said and how he looked. The more she chatters, the angrier | get about
how thoughtless she's being.

? | cant beieveyou,? | findly say.

? What?? shesays.

? Theway you canlieto Zehra.?

? You didn't seem to have any trouble,? she says.
? But you don't even care,? | say.

? Of course | care, but | haveto see Akhmim.?



? | shouldn't bedoing this,? | say.

? If you didn't help me, I'd just do it mysdif.?
? You shouldn't seehim,? | say.

? You don't understand,? she says.

| can't think of anything | could have done different, except maybe tell Zehra. Then Haribawould have
just run away, she's so obsessed. | don't believe that she thinksthisisthe last time shelll see him.

Thetrain comesin and both of usare angry so neither of us says anything and then it's off the train and
Hariba hanging on my arm to get up the stairs. We stop a couple of timesfor her to rest, and she's shaky
and sweety when we get to the top. Luckily there's another pedicab. I'm spending so much money on
pedicabs today. But Hariba doesn't have any money and she can't walk to theflat.

| hate having them meet in my flat. It's o clean, so nice, | want it to stay that way in my mind.

The harni iswaiting across the street from the flat and when he sees the pedicab he starts forward to
cross, but | put my hand up for him to stay where heis. Hariba doesn't see him until I move my hand, but
then shetenses asif to cry out and | put my hand on her arm to stop her.

? Wait,? | whisper.

| help her climb down. The harni stands on the other side of the Street, watching us. HE's S0 stupid.
Can't he pretend not to notice us? And Hariba's as bad, watching him. I'm so embarrassed | could die.

The owner has|eft the door set to my thumb-1 called and told him | was bringing afriend to see the flat
today. What if they're working on it? Some painting, something with the cooling system? What will | tell
him?That the harni ismy cousin. And that he's going to help us move, so he's meeting meto seetheflat,
too.

But theflat isempty. Haribasays, ? | need to sit down,? so | help her sit on the floor. Then | go to the
window and waveto the harni .

? Ishecoming?? Haribaasks.
He comes up the stairs faster than | expect.
? AKhmim?? she says.

He knedls down next to her and her hands flutter around his face, across his shirt. It'sasif I'm not even
there. | wish | could leave. | could die at the way they act-1 would never, ever have believed Hariba
would act thisway.

| turn my back and look out the window, but then | can't stand it and | look back at them. The harni isnt
saying anything, but Hariba keeps saying over and over, ? It'sdl right now.?

? What do you want meto do?? hefindly says.
? We need to get away,? she says.

| am furious. She promised methat all she wanted to do was see him one more time. Haribawas never a
liar, but shelied to me about this.



| have aglly thought, athought that shames me, but Alem will never trest methisway. Not that | would
want himto, not redlly.

| walk through the other three clean, codl, light-filled rooms of my flat. It fedsasif we havedirtied this
place. | wish we'd never come here.

? | can't believeyou,? | say onthetrain.

Haribaisworn out, her eyeslook bruised. | should fedl sorry for her, but | don't.
? What?? shesays.

? Youliedtome? | say. ? You said thiswasthelast time you would see him.?
? No, | didn't,? shesays.

? Yes youdid,? | say. ? And you never intended not to see him again.?

? Ayesha,? shesays, ? | can't leave him. Look at him, he needs me.?

? Wdll, sl him to someone dse.?

? Sdl him! | can't sdl him! HEsaperson,? she says.

? Then let him get over needing you like any other person.?

? He'snot like any other person,? shesays. ? You know that. But he's aperson. He'sintelligent. We
love each other.?

? Holy One protect us,? | say. ? Wdll, do what you must, but I'm done with you.?
? Ayeshal No!? shesays. ? | need your hep! Youremy best friend! ?
? Was,? | point out. ? But you've changed, Hariba. Y ou lie to me now, and you use me.?

? That'snot true,? shesays. ? | didn't tell you everything because you wouldn't help, that's true, but
that's because you won't listen.?

Isthat true? ? I'm ligening now.?

? 1f | love Akhmim and he loves me, what's so bad about our being together??
?It'sillegd,? | say.

She pauses. Findly she says, ? You'reright, but-?

? But nothing-? | say.

? Listento me! Okay, maybewhat | did was wrong. Maybe | should have left him adaveto that
woman, who treated him like afootstool, but-?

? That woman owned him,? | say. ? Just like she ownsthefootstool.?

? All right, and | think that's wrong, and you don't. But now that it'sdone, | can't just give him back. He's



ungable. They'll kill him.?
Maybe they would. | didn't know what they would do with him. | nod.
? So why shouldn't we both run away together and be happy??

? Becauseit'swrong,? | say. ? Suppose you run off and live happily ever after in some western country
where people egt pork and drink all the time and are unhappy and frenzied. Y ou can't have children, you
have no family or friends.?

? Do you think I'm going to have childrenif | stay here’? Jessed women don't have children. I'm not going
to be hired by some rich man whose wife died and who islondy and fallsin love with me and buys me
out and marriesme. That only happensin films.?

? At least people here speak the same language as you.?
? But I'm dill done,? shesays. ? At least with Akhmim I'm not done.?

? At least here you have your family. What are you going to do when you're done and theré's no one like
meto do thingslikethis??

? Thesamething I'll do now,? she says, ? Snceyouwon't hdpme.?
? What'sthat?? | ask.

She turns her head and won't answer.

| wish | had someoneto talk to. The person | would normally talk to about thisis Hariba, so | can't, and
I'm trapped. | should tell her mother and her aunt, but if | do, | know Haribawill run away. And shéll run
away withthe harni . | don't know any way that things can get back to normal.

? Mama, can | haveanice?? Tariam asks.
? Wedon't haveany ices,? | say.
? lwantanice,? shesays.

Alem wanted meto find aflat, so | did. Now hewants meto do al the packing, so I'm collecting boxes
from storesthat are going to throw them away and bringing them home. Haribawants meto help her find
away out of the country. Tariam wants everything al day. Who isthere for me? Who givesmewhat |
want? Not Alem. | mean, he'sagood husband, but there's no romance to him. | thought | didn't need
romance, but | need something.

? Mama?? Tariam says. ? Take meto the store and buy me an ice??
? No, Mama can't right now,? | say. ? Mama hasto pack.?
Tariam whines, with her voice full of tears, ? | want anice.?

? We can't dways have what wewant,? | say sharply, and she burgtsinto tears. She might aswell learn
NOW.

| stolidly pack blankets and linens while she stamps her feet and criesuntil | can't stand it anymore. ?



Taiam,? | say, ? that'senough. Stop it now or you'll haveto lie on your bed.?
? 1 wont,? shesays.

| grab her arm and swat her and then pick her up and put her on her bed while she howls. Weve only
got two rooms, S0 there isn't very much space to get away from her. When we move, well have four
rooms, | remind mysdf. Shell have her own room.

? | wish you weren't my mamal ? she shrieks.

| don't say anything, no matter how much it hurts. Alem will be home in another two hours. Although that
won't make so much difference, snce al he doeswhen heshomeis complain.

When he comes home, he gartsin.
? How areyou?? | ask.

? | had aterrible day. | can't believe they don't fire that dispatcher,? he says, and then helaunchesinto a
long story about how this dispatcher sent him to someplace in the city, even though someone ese was
closer, and how if he doesn't get enough jobslogged in aday, then he gets abad evaluation.

Just when we're moving to a bigger apartment and need money, he's going to get abad evauation.
| have chickpea soup for dinner. We haven't had it in awhile.

? I'vebeen so hot dl day,? Alem says. Meaning he doesn't want hot soup for dinner. But he just Sighs
and sits down, cross-legged, on the carpet.

? | dontwant it,? Tariam says.

? Why not, sweet?? | ask.

? 1 don't likeit,? shesays.

? Well, that'swhat we have for dinner,? | say, trying to be good. ? Have aspoonful ??
? No,? Tariamsays.

| coax until findly Alem says, ? Either feed her something else or let her not egt.?

Of coursg, if she doesn't eet, shell be hungry in haf an hour, and I'll be doing this again.
? | want couscous,? Tariam says.

? | didn't make couscous,? | say.

Tariam startsto cry, and Alem gets up, disgusted, and takes his soup into our room. Nobody notices|
cooked thisfood and haven't even gotten achanceto eat any of it mysdlf.

Tariam findly sniffles her way through haf acup of soup, and | eat mine, and then | send her out to play
until it getsdark. | go into our room and take Alem's bowl. He's lying on our blanketswith his coveralls
off.

? | just had abad day,? he says.

? You go on out and see your friends,? | suggest. | don't want him underfoot anyway, it's like having



two children instead of one.
? I'mtootired,? hesays.
| take the bowl back and clean up the dishes.

Alem comes out of the bedroom, wearing adjellaba. ? | think | will go out, maybe just for an hour or so,
? hesays.

Thefrustration comes up like bile, which isn't fair, because | told him to go out. But | didn't want him to.

The harni iswaiting at the end of the Street again.
? What do you want?? | ask.

? Have you seen Hariba?? he asks.

| shake my head. | haven't seen her in four days.
? Areyou going to see her??

? I'm shopping for vegetables,? | say. ? Do you know what the best thing you could do for Haribais?
Never see her again.?

? It'stoo late for that,? he says.

? It'sonly too late when youre dead,? | say.

? | wish that weretrue.?

? It'sscripture. Y ou're blaspheming.?

Hesmiles ? You'relike Hariba. Do all the women of the Nekropolis quote scripture??
? 1 don't know,? | say. He'sinfuriating. ? I'm moving out of the Nekropolis.?

? That'sright,? hesays. ? You haveabeautiful flat.?

| wish hedidn't know where | was going to live. Not that he ssems asif he's going to hurt me. In some
waysit's hard to imagine anyone more harmless. Maybe it's because | ook at him thismoment and |
wonder if he has a penislike other men. My face heats up. | don't know why I'm thinking of this, or of
Alem’s penis, inflamed and dark with blood. Alem'stesticleslike dark leather sacs. The harni doesn't
need testicles. HE's never going to have children. Maybe that's why he's so gentle; he'sagelded bull. Oh,
my thoughtd

? You shouldnt talk tome,? | say.

? I'msorry,? hesays. ? I'mjust worried about Hariba.?

? Haribaisfing? | say. ? She'swith her family. Leave her done.?
? 1 cant.?

?Youcan.?



? That's not theway I'm made,? he says. ? Haribaismy? | don't know how to explainit to you. My
superior complement.?

? Isthat why you got her to run awvay??

? | didn't get her to run away,? hesays. ? | can't make Hariba do anything she doesn't want to. | don't
know anyone who can.?

That soundstrue, but I know it really isn't. Haribaran away because of him. Haribais headstrong, but
she has dways been dutiful.

? If you see her, ask her what she wantsmeto do,? he says.
? I'm going vegetable shopping,? | say.
? I'll try to be here most afternoons,? he says.

| want to run away from Haribaand her harni . For that matter, | want to run awvay from Alem, and
Tariam, and everything and start over where | wouldn't fedl so mean dl the time, and where somebody
thinks about me onceinawhile.

| shop and then stop by my mother's. Tariam is playing with her cousins. ? Can | stay a Grandmammals
tonight?? she begs.

My mother isddighted. ? It'swonderful to have achildinthe house.? My mother lives only acouple of
blocksfrom us. So | get somethings for Tariam and bring them over. When | leave, thegirlsare
squetting by my brother's house, building something with strips of plastic, and Tariam is so engrossed she
can barely manage to wave goodbye to me.

| make dinner more spicy than | can when Tariam is eating with us.

? Wheré's baby?? Alem sayswhen he getshome. When he hearsthat sheisat my mother's, heis
pleased. ? | like your mother,? Alem says.

We never see hismother. When Alem was growing up, his parents were always fighting and his mother
would go off and stay with her family and it would be just Alem and his brother and sster and their
father. Then hismother would come back and everything would be dl right for awhile until thefighting
gtarted again and his mother left. Now she lives kilometers south in Y oussoufia. Weve visited her twice
and | like her well enough. I like hisfather, too. Sometimes people are just oil and water.

? Alem,? | say whilewere egting, ? wereyou ever inlovewith me?? It isastupid question because,
evenif heanswersthat hewasand s, I'd only believeit if he told me without my asking.

? Ayesha,? hesays, ? | love you so much. Y ou know that. Y ou are my wife, the mother of my beautiful
daughter.?

? 1 know you love me, but are you 'in love with me??

? | don't understand,? he says. ? Do you mean do | fed about you theway | did when wefirst met?
People can't belikethat al thetime. What we haveistrue love, not infatuation.?

| nod asif that answers my question, but of courseit doesn't. Alem's agood man, and he does love me.
He loves me more than my parents ever loved each other. But it's because of what | do for him and his
life. Itisnt lovefor me,



We're quiet awhile, both unsettled.
? Have you seen Hariba?? Alem asks. He's trying to make conversation.
?No,? | say. ? Shel'sso difficult to be around. She's changed so much.?

? Maybeit'sjust because sheissick. Now that she's getting better, she should be more like the Hariba
you know.?

? Maybe,? | agree.

? What arethey going to do? Her family, | mean??

? She'sthinking that maybe she can smuggle out of the country.?

? Wherewould she go?? he asks.

? North, | suppose.?

? Tothe E.C.U.?? He'ssurprised.

? That'swhat | said. Redlly, though, where €lse can she go? But | don't know how she can get there.?

? 1 might be able to find away she could get there,? Alem says, ? but | don't know why she would want
togo.?

? What do you know about smuggling?? | ask. Alem doesthe virtua guidance for a couple long-haull
lorry drones.

? Sometimes we ship E.C.U. goods,? he says. Most E.C.U. goods areillegd, but there are alot of them
that nobody cares about, like the cardboard phones. | knew they had to be smuggled in, but that's not
red smuggling, not like getting acrimind out of the country.

? | thought alot of that was copies,? | say.

? Someof itis,? hesays, ? but the originas have to come from somewhere.?

? Smuggling entertainmentsisn't the same as smuggling aperson.?

? 1 know,? hesays, irritated. ? Why iseverything | say wrong?1 said | might be ableto find out.?

? | don't want you to get in trouble,? | say. Especidly not for Hariba. ? If you lost your job or
something-?

? If you don't want me to ask around, | won't,? hesays. ? | just knew you were worried about her.?

? Haribagot hersdf intothis? | say. ? | don't want anything to happen. Look what happened to Nabil.
And it'skilling her mother, you can just seeit. Shelookstwenty yearsolder.? | just want himto
understand that it isn't worth it, but | fed asif | sound accusatory. What if he got in trouble? Doesn't he
think about that, about Tariam and me?

| know he thinks I'm such anag, but sometimes he's such alittle boy.
? Hey,? hesays. ? Let'snot waste the evening.?

| know what he means.



Heleans over and kissesme.
? Oh,you,? | say. ? Isthat dl you think about??
?Yes,? hesays. ? All day | think about you.? | give him akissback. Alem likes meto be forward.

? You look so handsome, tonight,? | say. He does, he dways looks good to me. What | love most is
when he puts his hands on me. | like when he's above me and dl hisweight isthere, against me.

And afterward we lie together, sweaty and happy, and | fed like hot bread, al soft and airy inside.

? Why don't we do thismore often?? | say. Like| do every time.

| keep a cardboard phone with my key in it and sometimes Alem calls me at home, so when it chirps, |
assumeit'shim. But it's Hariba's key that shows up. ? Ayesha?? she says.

?1tsme? | say.
? | needtotak toyou,? shesays.

| want to say that we're talking now, but | know what she means. | tell her I'll come over and at least she
gets off the phone quick. Thisone till has most of thirty minutes useleft on it. Tariam spent the night
before at my mother's, so | fed asif | shouldn't take her there. ? Come on, swest,? | say. ? Weregoing
to go visit your aunt Hariba.?

She hates being dressed to go out, hates having her hair covered and isaways pulling at her veil, but she
likestheidea of going to see Hariba, so she's patient while | dressher in bright yellow. Maybe seeing
Tariamwill remind Haribathat | have alife of my own.

The harni iswaiting at the end of the street, but he just nods at me when he sees Tariam, thank merciful
Allah. | don't want her thinking it'sal right to talk to men when she's unescorted.

She'sworn out by the time we get to Zehras, but ddlighted to see Zehraand Hariba. ? Sobig!? Zehra
says.

? Yourebig!? saysTariam.

Zehrajudt laughs.

Haribais sitting up, and her face has abit of flesh. ? You look better,? | say politely.
? | am better,? shesays. ? Comeoutside and st with me.?

? Metoo,? Tariamsays.

? All right,? | say. | don't want more secrets and I'm willing to use Tariam to keep Haribafrom
scheming.

Haribafrowns. ? No, baby,? shesays. ? You stay inddewith Aunt Zehra. | want to talk with your
mama.?

? | want to talk with you,? Tariam announces.

| know Haribadidn't call medl thisway to givein to achild, and Tariam's presence probably won't op



her from whatever she wants, but | refuse to makeit easier for her. ? Comeon,? | say and lift Tariam
onto my hip. She's not so smal anymore.

Haribafollows me outsde and | glimpse Zehras face for amoment-tiff and expressonless. At least
Zehra suspects Haribais up to something.

? Canweridethetrain?? Tariam asks.

? No,? | say. ? Thetrain doesn't go the way home from here.?

? | need your help,? Haribasaysquietly.

? For what?? | ask.

? | need to get out of the country,? she says.

? Why can't weridethetrain to the new flat?? Tariamwhines.

? Hush, baby,? | say.

? We could go to the new flat,? Tariam says.

| put her down and she reaches up for meto pick her back up. ? You'retoo heavy,? | say.
? Why don't you go inside and see if Aunt Zehrahas a cookie?? Hariba says swedtly.

? | don't want acookie,? Tariamsays. ? I'mhot.? Shepullsat her veil. | canfed mine hot on my hair.
? Dont pull onit,? | say.

? I'mhot,? she saysand startsto cry.

? Hush, littlegirl,? | say. ? Well get some cold water from Zehra.?

Hariba scowlswhile Zehrafusses and gives Tariam some cold tea. ? Look here,? Zehra says and opens
her sawing kit. ? Help me match up my buttons.?

As soon as we're back outside, Hariba says, ? | need you to take a note to someone for me.?
? Who?? | say.

? A man Nabil knows. He might be able to help me get out of the country. Nabil can't go because he's
afraid the police might be watching him.?

? You'regoing to get Nabil put in prison or killed,? | say.

?What can | do!'? shewhispers. ? Should | just go to the police and say, ‘Arrest me??
Maybe, | think. But that's just anger talking. ? Alem may know someone.?

? Alem??

? Sometimesthey ship smuggled goods.? Why am | saying this? Because I'm afraid of this man Nabil
knows. Zehratold me about the track and the horse doctor-thisis probably just as bad.

She chews on her thumbnail. Haribalooks frightened and tired, even if sheis getting back alittle weight.



What astranger she's become with lines around her mouth and her thin face, like those women begging a
the Moussin. She looks like adivorced woman with no family.

? | toldhimnottoask,? | say. ? You know Alem, he doesn't have adevious bone in hisbody. | was
afraid hedd get caught.?

? Would you plesse take the message?? she says. ? If you don't likeit, then maybe ask Alem?1 know
itsalot to ask? ?

How can | say no?

? Whereishe?? | ask.

| want to take Tariam. Haribais sending me to the new part of town, but abad part of town, and I'm
thinking that maybe people would be nicer to awoman with achild than awoman aone. Of course, |
can't take Tariam there. | don't redly want to. What if something happened?| don't want to go with
Tariam, but | want to go with someone.

| should ask Alem. I've dready volunteered him to look for asmuggler for Hariba, so | can't pretend I'm
keeping him uninvolved, but | just can't tell him. Thiswhole business with Hariba has gotten so
complicated. Maybe | won't have to involve him. Maybe this person I'm meeting can help Hariba. He's
certainly got to be better help than Alem. Alem doesn't know anything about smuggling, couldn't smuggle
orangesinto arestaurant. There's no sense bringing Alemin on thisunless| haveto. Thingslikethis
sometimes just work out. This man will smuggle Haribaand maybe the harni out of the country, and
Alem will never haveto beinvolved. Or maybeif this man doesn't work out, Nabil will know someone
else, or even, Holy Oneforgive me, the police will find Hariba.

| don't want Alem to do me afavor, certainly not abig favor likethis. I don't want to bein his debt.
| decide the only onel can ask to go with meisthe harni .

He'sthere at the end of the street, as dependable asthe sunrise.

? | need you to do something withme,? | say. ? It'sfor Hariba.?

Of course heiswilling. He has such asoft look about him. ? Do you want me to be your escort?? he
asks. ? Do you want me to pretend to be someone??

? Pretend to be my cousin,? | say.

Hefdlsin step with me, and | can't help looking around to seeif anyone | know seesus. My veil makes
it impossibleto look without turning al the way around, but luckily there's no one around. Maybeit'sa
sgn things are going to be okay.

? Once,? hesays, ? Haribaand | had to pretend to be charactersin the mistress's bismek game. | was
terrified, | didn't know how to pretend that way. But now pretending iseasy. | pretend al thetime. |
pretend to be human.?

| don't want to talk to him, but | fedl rude. Although I'm rude to everyone anymore. ? Do you likeit??
? 1t doesn't matter. | redlized that harni pretend dl thetime.?

I've never heardhimsay ? harni ? before and it sounds ugly when he does. Or maybe | have heard it



and never paid attention, | don't know. ? Haribawants you both to get out of the country, to go across
tothe E.C.U.?

He shakes hishead. ? | don't know. There aren't any harni there, are there? But | don't know that there
isany placefor me.?

? Areyou londy?? | ask.

He nods, thinking of Hariba, | guess. But then he says, ? | don't know why they make us so we need
other harni and then send us out to be alone. It'svery crud.?

? Don't you miss Hariba??
? Of course,? hesays. ? But that's different. She's human.?

He sounds human. It's strange to hear him talk about humans as if we were different. | want to know
what's different about us, but I'm afraid to ask.

It'salong train ride west, away from all the parts of town | know. Not south into the desert, but into
sprawl. The buildings on the west side of the city are ahodgepodge. Some have blank wallsto the
outside and courtyard in, and some have shutters on tall windows, but in the new city alot of them are
concrete buildings from the years after coloniaism, clean-looking even when they're old. Some
neighborhoods are kept up and the buildings are whitewashed or painted blue. Some of the Signsarein
French. | can't read French, but | liketheway it looks. It'stoo expensiveto live out here, and too far
from Alem'swork.

Farther beyond that the buildings are made of trash or foamstone and they all look raw and ugly. We get
off thetrain in aneighborhood where the buildings are al foamstone, the wallstinted desert red or yellow,
the doorways, added after, are blue. Cheap colors.

| give Akhmim the address, and he asks awoman sitting on adark red foamstone benchin thetrain
gtation. Shelooks Berber. She pulls her blue and white veil around her face and points but doesn't
answer. Akhmim looks at me and | shrug. Wewalk that way. ? Maybe well see the Street name,? |

say.

Thedreetiscaled Td d Amar. We cometoit, and it isn't nearly asexotic asit sounds. Thefirst block is
al two-story foamstone warehouses with chrome plagtic laminate doors, stained-looking. The buildings
run one into another, and there's no fedling of neighborhood. Nowhere to go, no door to knock onif we
getintrouble. | find mysdf clutching my veil.

Akhmim doesn't seem comfortable, either. He checks the address against numbers above the doors.
Dried mud shows where the Street puddleswhen it rains.

We walk through more blocks of warehouses, and see only two people, both short, gnarled dark men
who look like Berbers. They stare at us. I'm glad | brought Akhmim. He looks young and strong. Past
the warehouses there are some empty lots and smaler buildingsthat st plunked down in the middle of
gravel and dirt. A lot of them are empty to the dry wind. A few of them seem to have something to do
with fixing machine parts. Other than the woman we saw at the train station, the only people around are
men.

? Isit much father?? | ask. If he saysyes, I'm going to suggest we just turn around and go back, but
Akhmim says no, maybe just a block.

The addressis agreen foamstone building. It has abig open chrome door, asif carsor tractorsor lorries



are supposed to pull in, and there are dark stains on the dick concrete floor. There's some sort of
machine and alot of dark, greasy parts and electrica wires. A man and aboy are sitting there, looking at
the machine but not working on it. They watch uswalk across the lot without saying anything.

| take the paper from Akhmim and look at the nameonit. ? | amlooking for Khaid??

The older man says, ? He's not here,? and the boy, who looks about seventeen, thinksthisisfunny,
showing white teeth. The older man doesn't say anything else, and doesn't look at the boy. Some sort of
jokeisbeing played on us.

? Ah, when will he be back?? | ask.

The older man shrugs, and the boy laughs. Is Khalid dead? Moved away? In prison?

? I'm herefor afriend,? | say. ? Nabil sent me.?

? I'mKhalid,? the boy saysand the older man grimacesin pleasure.

Thisisanother joke.

Theboy grinsat us. ? How do you know Nabil?? he says.

? 1 know hissger.?

? Rashida?? hesays, and | redlize he redlly does know Nabil.

?No,? | say, ? Hariba.?

? Who's Hariba??

? Hisolder sister. Shewasjessed.? Maybe the seventeen-year-old will take usto Khalid?
? Ah. Y ou know Rashida??

?Yes? | say.

? Rashidaisaswestie,? hesays. ? I've got to do some business,? he saysto the older man.

The older man nods and raises his hand. We walk back acrossthe lot and when | look back, holding my
vell with one hand, | seethe old man till tting there, looking at the dismantled machine.

? How's Nabil ?? the boy asks.

? Not so good,? | say. ? Hegot beat up by the police.?

The boy whigtles through histeeth.

? What for??

? Because hissgter, who isjessed, ran away. They thought he might know where she was.?

? Holy Name,? the boy says meditatively. Helooks at Akhmim. ? Whao'sthis?'Y our husband??
? My cousin,? | say.

? Hdlo,? Akhmim says.



The boy snorts through hisnose, obvioudy unimpressed.

Wewalk down the street for abit, then the boy says, ? So why did Nabil send you to me?? and |
redize heredly is Khalid and we're not going to meet someone else.

? Heistrying to help someone get out of the country.?
? Two people,? the harni says.

? Hissge??

| don't know what to say.

? And whoever sheran away with, right?? Khalid says. ? She wantsto go north to the E.C.U.? Do they
want papers? Or how do they want to go??

? | don't know,? | say. ? How can they go??

? They can go with false papers, but that's really expensive. Or they can go as cargo. That's cheaper. We
take them acrossto Mdagaor Cédiz. Then they can claim asylum or whatever they're going to do.
Persondly | recommend Mdaga.? Helooksat Akhmim. ? Y ou ever been to Mdaga??

? Not yet,? Akhmim says.

? It'sanicetown, | likeit very much. I'm thinking of going to M8agamyself and staying there. Y ou can
get augmented, get agood living, livein anice place.?

? You should go,? Akhmim sayspolitely.

? My mother would dieif | lft her,? Khalid says.

? How much would it cost to go to Maagaor Cadiz?? | ask.
Hesays, ? Sxthousand.? It'smorethan Alem makesin ayesar.
Akhmim shrugs. ? Oh well, so much for that idea.?

| open my mouth, as shocked by Akhmim as by the amount.

? Youthink it'stoo much,? Khalid says, defensive.

Akhmim shrugs. ? It's probably afair price, but you know Nabil. Y ou know hisfamily. His mother can't
sl enough funerd wreathsto pay for that.?

Khdid frowns and hunches his shoulders, looking very much asif he's seventeen. ? | don't know.
Maybe, for Nabil, if | don't take acut. Normally | have to take my cut, you know? | have abusiness. |
have to keep up appearances. These boots, do you see these boots?? He holds up one foot. They're
ugly; they look like the military boots dl the boys arewearing. ? These are E.C.U. Do you know what
they cost?? He namesafourth of what Alem and | will pay for rent for amonth in our new flat. | try to
look impressed. ? But for Nabil,? hesays, ? maybe | could do afavor, you know? Nabil isagood guy.
Good to his mother. He does good businessfor me.?

Khdid looksat his expensive bootsfor aminute. ? Haf,? hesaysfindly. ? That'sthe best | can do,
even for Nabil.?



? Il tel him,? Akhmim says. ? Hell be grateful.?

? Yeah,? Khalid says, sullen now. ? He better be.?

? Well seeif they can get the money,? Akhmim says.

? Okay,? Khdidsays. ? You know whereto find me, right??

| show the piece of paper.

Aswe arewaking back, | ask the harni, ? How did you know to do that??

? We'regood at bargaining,? hesays. ? Humans are easy to read.?

? What did he say?? Hariba says.

? He said he would take you and Akhmim for aprice.? | tell her the price.
? Y ou asked about Akhmim?? she says, eager.

? | took himwithme.?

? Oh, Ayeshal Thank you! ? She grabs my hand.

? Bequiet,? | hiss.

We glance a the door. | didn't bring Tariam thistime, but Hariba's mother isvisiting and we can hear the
low murmur of Hariba's mother and Zehrataking.

? So much money,? Haribasays. ? How can we get so much money??

That's up to her family. | can't help her-after we put the money down on the flat, Alem and | don't have
enough to get through the rest of the month. We're eating with my mother more times than is decent and
she doesn't understand why we're moving away, so every dinner isstrained. When | told her we were
moving for better schools, she said | had gone to school here and turned out fine.

? Areyou going to tell them?? | say as softly as| can, cocking my head at her mother and aunt inside.

? | haveto,? shesaysmiserably. ? Maybe Zehra could help us? Maybe we could pay it back, send it
from the E.C.U.? Everybody'srich in the E.C.U. I'm going to send money back to my mother and to my
aunt Zehraand to my sister Rashidafor the baby and to Nabil. I'll make up for al the trouble I've caused.

?
| nod. I don't believe her, but I'm not going to argue with her. | don't think Zehrahas money to loan her.

? | will even send the money to Mbarek to pay for Akhmim.?

It's difficult not to comment on that, but | don't.

? What does she want me to do?? Akhmim says. He'swaiting at the end of the street like he dways
does.



? Isthiswhat you do al day?? | ask. ? Wait for me??

? Only inthe afternoons,? he says, ? and only until three. Y ou're dways home by three to cook dinner.
?

| shudder. ? She doesn't know how she is going to get the money.?
? I'vegot themoney,? he says, the sameway | would say, ? I've got sometea.?
? Wheredid you get it?? | ask.

? Someof it'smine,? hesays, ? fromwork. Some of it was |oaned to me by awoman named Tabi,
where | work. Mogt of it'sfrom a harni called Ebuyeth. She doesn't have much to spend money on, so
shegaveittome.?

? Y ou know another harni ?? | ask.
? Three other harni, ? he says. ? What does Haribawant me to do??

? | think shewantsto go,? | say. All that money. I've never seen that much money at onetime. | didn't
believe Hariba would go because of the amount of money. With that money, Alem and | could buy a
co-op. With that money, Tariam could go to a private school.

? Will you ask her for me?? the harni says.

? Areyou carrying thismoney around?? | ask.

He shakes his head. ? Ebuyeth iskeeping it until | need it.?

? | think we need to go and see Khalid. Can you go tomorrow??

He nods. ? Should | have the money then??

The next day | don't even go to Hariba. | meet Akhmim and we get on the train and head west. The
ancient Egyptians considered the west to be the land of the dead. | can't stop thinking, ? land of the
dead, land of the dead,? dthough it'sastupid thought that pretends to mean something. How long until
Akhmim and Haribaare gone? It could all be over so soon, please, Allah. | try to remember my life
before | spent al thistime going to see Hariba. | told my mother that was where | was going today. I'm
tired of thelying, | want it to all be done. But | couldn't tell Alem wherel am going, held forbid meto go.
Or at least he should.

It will al be over. Haribaand her harni will disappear to the E.C.U. and | can go back to my life.

Thereésno onein thetrain station thistime. The walk is even longer than | remembered between the
foamstone warehouses. Then we walk for blocks until the numbers say weve passed the shop wherewe
can meet Khdid. ? Welvegonetoofar,? | say.

? Let mesee,? saysAkhmim.

Wewalk back and passit again before we redlize. We find it the third time and see the reason that we
passed it isthat it'sall boarded up. It looks abandoned, but the pale boards are new.

Akhmim walks up to the big garage door and triesto pull it open, but it won't move. He strikes the door



with hishand. ? Hello??

Wewait and the wind sighs down the empty Street.

He hitsthe door a couple moretimeswith hisfist. ? Anyone here??
No one answers. It's so creepy | fed sick.

The harni walks around the building and when he comes back, he pulls on aboard and triesto pull it off.
Then helooks around until he finds arusted length of re-bar, the metal bars that reinforce concrete, and
pries at the board until he getsit lifted off. | watch him disappear inside.

I'm afraid he won't come back out.

No oneison the dtreet. It'sasif no onelives here, asif wewerein the desert.
The harni comes back out. He shakes hishead. ? No one here.?

? Thisistheplace,? | say.

? 1 know,? he says. He dusts his hands againgt his pants.

? Where could they go??

? | don't know,? hesays, asif it wereareal question.

We gstand for awhile. I'm trying to think of what to do next, and then when | don't know, I'm trying to
decide how long | should stand here before | say we might aswell go back. | look up a Akhmim and
he'slooking up the street.

A boy on adirty bicycle pedastowards us.

? Excuseme,? Akhmim says.

The boy looks at him, but shows no sign of stopping.

Akhmim stepsinto the street, ? Excuse me. Do you know where the people who were here went??

The boy dows down, passes us, then doesadow, lazy semicirclein the street and stops, one foot
down.

? What?? hesays.

? The people who were here two days ago,? Akhmim pointsto the boarded-up building. ? One of them
was named Khalid. Do you know where they went??

? Khdid?? the boy says, and my heart startsto race. Then he says, ? | don't know any Khdid.? He
waitsthereto seewhat well do next.

? Thank you anyway,? Akhmim says.

? Areyou looking for Khdid?? the boy says. He looks about fourteen. His hands and face are dirty, his
ankles are black, and he smells. | think maybe he'salittle crazy. It'sthe way he stares. He doesn't blink,

hejust stares at uswith thisfunny kind of smiling expression. ? Do you want meto look for him for you?
?



Akhmim shakeshishead. ? No, that'sal right.?

? | could look for him for you,? the boy repests.

| want himto go away. ? Let'sgo,? | whisper.

Akhmim and | sart to walk. ? Thank you, but no,? Akhmim says.

The boy shadows us, pedaling dowly. ? Y ou want meto look for him??

I'm afraid of thisboy. | don't know if Akhmim would help meif the boy did anything crazy.
? | could look for him,? the boy says.

Akhmim says softly, ? Don't answer him.?

? What?? saysthe boy. When Akhmim doesn't answer, he says, ? Y ou want meto look for him??
agan.

He shadows us dl the way back to the train Sation, dthough he finally stops asking usif we want him to
look for Khdid.

There's no train scheduled to come for another forty minutes. The boy rides up and down the platform
for awhile, then he sts down next to Akhmim on the bench where we are waiting. He doesn't ook at
Akhmim, just Ststhere, with histangled ratty hair and his black fingernails. | try not to look at him. After
awhile he starts Singing a pop song about agirl who tellsaboy no. Hisvoiceisflat and hoarse, but he
singswith great energy. He gets up and singsto the empty tracks and then sits down again. I'm Sitting at
the end of the bench and Akhmim is between me and the crazy boy. The crazy boy gets up and picks up
his bike where heléft it lying on the platform and goes and putsit on thetraintracks. ? Should | leaveit
here?? When we don't answer, he walks away, leaving the bike there. He walks behind our bench so |
can't see him without turning my head, so I'mtrying to listen for him and | can hear the sound of my vell
rustling. | turn around and he is across the street, peeing againgt agarage door. | turn quickly back
around. | stare at the dirty bike. It has dirt crusted on the sides of the wheels and on the chain and the
spokes and the handlebars. He comes back after and picks up the bike and rides up and down the
platform for awhile. Findly the train comesin. He stands, one foot on the ground, and watches us get on
thetrain.

We st down, thetrain pullsout, and | burst into tears.

Thefirst place we go is Hariba's mother's house, to see Nabil. | leave Akhmim in tea shop with a glass of
mint tea-| don't know how Nabil feels about the harni, but I know how Haribas mother would. Haribas
mother should be sdlling wreaths right now outside the Moussin, but who knows? And my mother lives
right acrossthe street. | couldn't explain astrange man to her.

Only Nabil isthere. HE's recovered from his beating, except for the yellow bruises. ? Ayesha?? he says,
ganding up. ? How are you? Are you coming to vist your mother??

? Not yet,? | say. ? Hariba sent meto seeKhdid.?
? You went to see Khaid?? he asks.

? | did. | went to the place shetold me.? | show him the paper. ? | taked to him, and he said that he



could smuggle them to Mdaga, but it would cost three thousand. So | went back to tell her. And when |
go back to Khalid today, this placeisdl boarded up. No one'sthere.?

? Khdid isawaysthere. He liveswith hisuncle, and that's hisunclés place,? Nabil says.

? Hewasn't there,? | say. ? Therewasno oneinsde. Ah, one of the boardswasloose and | could tell it
was empty ingde. Do you know where e se he might be??

? You're sure you were at theright place?? Nabil says. ? Those places, they dl look dike.?

? It wastheright place,? | say. ? Thisnumber. | walked up and down the street. And | was there day
before yesterday.?

? | don't know,? Nabil says.
? How do you know him??

? Through Y usef, Y ou remember Y usef? | went to school with him. He had asister. He knows Khdid, a
little, you know? Khalid said he needed somebody to do something for him. Sometimes | do, like, odd
jobsfor Khalid.?

| can imagine what kinds of jobs. Delivering smuggled goods, probably.
? Would Y usef know how to find Khdid?? | ask.
? Yusefisin Cadiz,? Nabil sayssmply. ? It wasthat or prison.?

There isnothing to be done there. | go across the street, check in on my mother and Tariam, and lieand
say, ? | just want to do afew errands. Can Tariam Stay alittlelonger?? Tariamisplaying, and she
doesn't fuss. My mother asks how Haribais, and | put on asunny smile. ? Better every day,? | say.

Then | go back to Akhmim and tell him that thereis no way to find Khdid.
? What do you want meto do?? he asks.

Disappear, | think. ? Wait,? | say. ? I'll ask Alemif he can figure anything out. ?

| wait that night until wearein our bed. ? Alem??

? Hmmm?? he says. Alem usually goesto deep faster than | do. It usudly takesmealong timeto goto
deep.

? Do you remember you said you might be ableto find away to help Hariba??
? Yeah?? he says, alittle more awake now.

? Canyou find out if two people could get to, you know, Cadiz or Maaga??
? Two people??

? Haribawon't go unlessthe harni goeswith her.? My heart hurtswhen | say thisand hissilence
frightens me more.

? Theharni, ? hesays.



?Yes? | say. ?I'msomad at her | could spit in her face. But she says she won't go unlessthe harni
goes.?

Hedghs. ? She'sadisaster, isn't she??
| fed asif | can bresthealittle. ? Sheis,? | say. ? She'scrazy. | hateto go over there.?
? | wondered what waswrong,? he says.

? | justwant it to beover,? | say. Itissoniceto beabletotel him that. ? | just want her gone and out
of our life. Can you check??

? | can check,? hesays.

? Becareful, Alem,? | say.

? I'll be careful.?

? 1 loveyou,? | say, my voice sounding tentative and hopeful to my ears.

? | loveyou, too, Ayesha,? he says, and puts hisarm around me so | lay spooned againgt hisside. | till
find it hard to go to deep.

It'stwo days before Alem finds anything. But finaly he comes home and says, ? | found someone.?

Tariamisoutsde, playing with her cousin. I'm watching my sster's son, Sx months younger than Tariam.
| can look outside and see them there. | don't like them playing outside, | keep expecting to seethe
harni, but he never comes hereand | know it's just nerves.

? It will cost them money,? he says.

? They have some,? | say, thinking, More than Khaid?

? 1t will cost them elghteen hundred.?

? Apiece?? | say. Ahkmim has borrowed enough to have 3,000; can he borrow 600 more?
? No,? Alem says. ? Eighteen hundred for both.?

? Oh, good, they've got that.?

? They haveto go to Tangier, and then they areto wait in atea shop caled? -he looks at a piece of
paper-? the Cockatoo.? Someonewill meet them there. | haveit dl here. I'll go with them.?

? Why do you haveto go with them?? | ask.
? Because I'm the onewho set it up.?
? Let them go by themsdves? | say.

? It doesn't work that way.?



The next evening | take Alem to the harni . Alem isagood-looking man, and in hisdjellabaheisquite
digtinguished. But heisnot astdl asthe harni and not as beautiful, of course. Men aren't supposed to be
beautiful, not like thet.

Alemsays, ? Thisisthe harni ?It looksredly? human.?
The harni puts his hands together and saysformally, ? | am called Akhmim.?
Alem isnonplussed. After amoment, he says, ? Let'sgo get Hariba.?

The harni walits at the end of the street while Alem and | go to Zehras. Haribaisready, dl packed.
Everyoneisthere: her mother, her sister Rashida, Rashida's husband, and their new baby, Nabil, and
Zehraand two of her sons. Thelittle clump of death housesisfull, with people spilling out into the Sireet.

Zehraisweeping. Shetakes both of Alem'shandsinto her own and kissesthem. Alemisgrave and
dignified.

Zehrakissesme and hugsme. ? You aretoo good afriend,? shesays. If sheonly knew how | redly felt.
Hariba's mother cannot speak. Tears brim in her eyes, but she doesn't cry. Shejust holds my hands
wordledy.

It takes forever to leave. The street isdark, but light spills out of the houses dl around us. | wonder how
many of the neighbors know about Hariba and how many know it's Alem who's helping her.

Finally we can leave and at the end of the street, where we turn to go to the train station, the harni is
waiting. I'm afraid Haribawill make afool of hersdf, but she doesn't, thank Allah. She's quiet, but there's
ahappinessingde her that infuriates me. She hasto redize therisk Alemistaking.

| haveingsted on going to Tangier with them. | can't tand waiting a home. We don't have the money, |
don't know what well do. | have to have us ready to move. But | can't. Everything waits on Haribas
troubles.

Riding thetrain isas bad aswaiting at home. | want to be with Alem, but | can't say anything to him
because Hariba and the harni are here and they're dl | want to talk about. What kind of life does she
think she's going to have? Does she think she'sgoing to live with the harni likeawife? It'sinsane, dl of
it.

| fal adegpinthetran.

Tangier smdlsof ocean. Inthedark dl | can see are white buildings. At least Akhmim paysfor our two
rooms at the hostel. | expect Alem to comment on the fact that Akhmim saysto the clerk that heis
Hariba's husband, but Alem just looks at me, then looks away. | should never have brought himinto this.
| should have et Hariba solve her own problems.

In our room we lie down on a strange bed, not touching, and pretend to deep.

It isn't until afternoon the next day that the three of them go to the tea house, the Cockatoo. Alem says|
can't go. Alem sorarely puts hisfoot down. | think about arguing, but | don't, although | don't know how
| can gtand it. | St in our room and watch out the window. | watch for hours, until findly, around
dinnertime, Alem comes back with adinner of shadik. Helookstired.

? Isitdone?? | ask.

Henods. ? They leavetonight.?



| cry. He doesn't comfort me or anything. He just Sits on the bed, holding the shadik and waiting. | don't
know why I'm crying. I'm not sad. Tension, maybe. It's embarrassing, and I'm afraid to scoot over next
to him. | manageto stop crying and we eat without talking about anything but the train the next morning. |
wonder what this has done to us, to our fedlings about each other. Y ou get over things, | know. My
mother says marriage iswork, that you work through bad times. Thisis certainly one of the bad times.

After dinner, he says, ? Do you want to walk around alittle? Y ou've never been to Tangier.?

Wewalk around and pretend we're on aholiday. | 1ook at the sea. 1t's big, but | don't fedl anything. ?
Everything will be norma now, won't it?? | ask.

? | hope,? hesaystiredly.
They'regone, | tel mysdlf. At least they're gone.

Finaly we decide weretired and go back to the hostel. Lying in the strange bed, | can hear other people
walking and talking through the walls. Desth walls are so thick, but the walls of our new gpartment are
likethese, will | go to deep every night listening to my neighbors? Maybe moving isamistake. Look
what happened to Hariba when she |eft the Nekropolis.

Inthe dark | wonder, Are they gone yet? Are they on the water, on their way to Maaga?

When it findly startsto get light, that'swhen | can redlly be sure they are on their way, and | can finaly
deep for an hour until we haveto get up for thetrain.

? Whenwe get home,? | tdl Alem, ? well both take along nap.?
We are waking home from the train station. | fed asif someone poured sand in my eyes.
? I'll go get Tariam after weve had anap,? | say.

Alem takes my arm and stops me. He isn't paying attention to me, and | look up and see people outside
our house. ? What?? | say.

Some of them arein police uniforms. Oh, my heart.
? Go to your mother's,? Alem says.

?No,? | say, ? it'samistake-?

? GOTO YOUR MOTHER'S,? hesays.
They've seen us.

He pushes me away, back up the street. | can't figure out what direction to move, but Alem walks
toward them, dignified in hiswhite djdllaba.

Will | ever ssehim again?
5.
Inthe Land of the Infidel

Alemisour savior. In the teashop he's as gentle as a brother, holding my elbow to seat me. When



Ayeshamarried him, | was happy for her. ? Hariba,? shetold me, ? he'sagood man.? But he'sthelast
person | would have expected to be able to arrange something like this.

Stll, herewe arein atea shop, waiting to meet the man who will get Akhmim and me out of the country.
I've said thank you so many timesthat Alem is embarrassed. He's ablessing from Allah. Allah watch
over him for what he's done for us, because | know that Ayeshadidn't want to beinvolved, | know |
cgoled and guilted her intoit.

Theteashop hasaredl birdin it, awhite cockatoo with a headdress of feathers and scaly gray-blue feet.
It shreds paper and screeches while we Sit and sip tea, aharsh, shrill sound that makes me cross my
anklestight around each other and draws my shoulders up toward my ears.

A man comesin and sees us. It's easy to tell were who heislooking for. He comesto our table and
says, ? Ahmad Shipping??

That's the name of the company that Alem worksfor. Alem nods.
? Please cdl me Carlos,? he says.

| thought the person we met would look like a sailor, worn skin from sun and westher, or like atough
guy, but helooks young and smooth and his teeth are very nice. He's not E.C.U., helooks Arab, like us,
but hisnameisforeign. Maybe he'sfrom Mdaga? Maybe hesaforeign? Or maybe he'slike us, and he's
not usng hisred name?

? You have money?? he asks.
? Haf now and hadf onthe ship,? Alem promises.

Akhmim gives him 900. So much money. Akhmim won't say where he got it, just that he borrowed it
fromfriends.

? There'sno record of them,? Alem says.
? Norecord,? Carlosagrees. I'm thinking that he has an accent, maybe. A little bit.
? All right then,? Alem says and stands up. He puts his hands together. ? A pleasure,? he says.

Carloslooks at him asif he doesn't know what to make of thisman in hisdjdlaba. ? Thesame,? he
sys.

Alem walks out the door and stands on the street for a second, looking up at the sky. Then he turns left,
away from the hotel and toward the water, and waks. Where's he going?

I'll probably never see him again. Or Ayesha, or my mother or my brothers and sister.
Carlos watches him, too, then shakes hishead. ? All right then,? hesays. ? Let'sgo.?

I'm il shaky from being sick, but once I've stood up amoment, I'm dl right. Akhmim isright there. It's
wonderful how reassuring heis. It'swonderful to fed hishand on my elbow, just the way Alem held it,
but different because it's Akhmim, who's part of me now. Since I'm not jessed anymore, | fed differentin
my head, asif part of meweren't there. | haven't told anyone, but | think maybe I'm damaged in my
brain. Or maybeit'sjust likewearing acast. Y ou wear it solong it fedslike part of you and then when
you takeit off, you fed too light.

| keep watching for Alem when we walk down to the water, but | don't see him. The Mediterraneanis



bright, bright blue. I never knew it was as blue asthis. And it goes on out of sight, huge and full of water
and air. | lift my face to the breeze.

Carlostakes us down to the docks, which are full of tar and dirt that clingsto the hem of my gown, but
I'm getting so tired | don't care. He takes us up on his ship and shows us a place where we can wait. ? |
need your thumbprint on the manifest,? he says.

? Alem said | wasn't supposed to sign anything.?

? It'sjust amanifest,? hesays. ? No onelooksat amanifest.?

?1cant,? | say.

Thereisatremor al through the ship asif something deep inside had awakened.

? We're about to cast off,? hesays. ? | can't land at Mdagaif you aren't on the manifest. Nobody ever
paysany atentiontoit.? Heshowsmeadate, dl eectronic, with long formsand ligts. ? They're
automatic and no one ever readsthem. Sign it or I'll have to put you both off.?

| look a Akhmim. We've aready spent 900, if he throws us off, | don't know where else we can go. |
press my thumb to the manifest.

Carlos says, ? Signfor the harni, too.?

| press my thumb next to his name.

? Okay,? hesays, ? | need therest of the money.?

Akhmim hands him the other 900. I's he going to throw us off now? Are the police waiting onboard?
? Okay,? hesays, ? wemakelandfal in about deven hours, traffic dlowing.?

Heleavesusinthislittle place, sitting on the bed. It'sasmall room with abed that swings down out of the
wall and asink. It doesn't even have awindow. The ship isdive and moving, | canfed it. I'm nervous. |
put my arms around Akhmim's neck and lean againgt him and he puts hisarms around my wast. | have
forgotten the dightly musky smell of him.

The ship sails on the crayon-blue Mediterranean Sea, and no one bothersus at all.

We get to Madaga at three in the morning and someone other than Carlos comes and getsus. ? Off,? he
says. | have been adegp and | can't figure out where | am or why everything smellslike plastic and metal.
The coverlet on the bed has arough weave and it'simprinted on my cheek.

? Cant wewait until dawn?? Akhmim asks.

? Customsishere,? the man says. He has a strong accent.

| stumble out of the bunk, fedling stained and dirty in the clothes| dept in. ? What do we do?? | ask.
? Clamasylum,? the man says.

He takes us up on deck. There's not much room to redlly stand, most of the deck is like a bunch of boxy
buildings and ladders and antennae whipping around searching for signal's, but theré's anarrow placeto



walk, just wide enough across for one person. Akhmim follows me.

There aretwo men in uniform, and my heart starts beating too fast. | fee Akhmim, behind me, touch my
shoulder. The ship stinks and the wind off the harbor smellslike oil and garbage. | fed faint.

One of the men in uniform says something to me. The man who has taken us up on deck saysfrom
behind Akhmim, ? He wantsto know if you spesk Spanish.?

? No, gr,? | say.

He says something to the man in the uniform-the customs officid. The cusoms officid frowns. Hehasa
smooth face like ayoung man, but | think heisn't redly young. He beckons usto follow him. We climb
down aladder. My knees are shaking and | have to go very dow, but the customs man just waits. Then
we wak down another narrow walkway to the gangway, and from there onto the dock. The ship never
fdtasif it were on thewater, it waysfdt stable, but somehow | can gtill fed the differencein the dock.
At least it doesn't have the fedling of being dive. The ship'shuge in the darkness beside us.

| turn around and look at the city. It'sal lights, asif it were nine at night instead of threein the morning.
Therésabig sgn near usdl lit up with an image of awoman drinking something the color of paeteaand
full of light and bubbles. ? Akhmim!? | say.

? What?? hesays. ? Areyoudl right??

? I'm sorry, it'snothing,? | say.

Thewomaninthesgnisdrinking beer .

| knew they drank inthe E.C.U., but | never thought they would be so? so public about it.

We go down to the end of the docks to an office. It'stoo bright. Everything in it looks so new. A woman
istherewith a spidery little headset, talking in Spanish, and aman looks up aswe comein. The man
bringing usin says something that sounds disgpproving and this man frowns. He says something to usin
Spanish and the first man says something in Spanish and they frown even more. This man pointsto two
chairs, dark red and padded on the seat and back, and Akhmim and | sit down.

There we wait. People work all around us, but no one talks to us, of course. They're al Spanish people,
athough one of the men looksalittle asif he might be Berber.

Akhmim holds my hand. I'm so tired and deepy. | try to lean my head against his shoulder, but | can't get
comfortable.

It's nearly dawn when the man who brought us from the ship comes back to the office. He talks with the
man and woman there, and the woman says something that makes everyone laugh. Then finaly helooks
at usand beckons, and we follow him outside to alittle gray bubble car that really only hasroom in the
back for one, but Akhmim and | both squeeze in. Three people are too much for thelittle car and every
time we hit abump, the bottom scrapes against the road and | grip Akhmim'sarm, but he just keeps
saying softly, ? It'sdl right.?

Itsnot dl right. Thisiswhereweregoing to live and dready | don't likeit. It will never bedl right again.
But | smile every time he saysit.

Therere carsin the street, lots of little bubble cars and some sedans and even somelorries, although not
any like Ayeshas hushand Alem directs. These lorries dl have human drivers. There are people on the
sdewaksand they dl havealot of skin showing-legs and arms and women'sfaces. It'slike the mistress



used to watch. Somehow, until | actually seeit, | guess| haven't believed it, not redlly, not in my heart.
Y ou can never go back, saysthevoicein my head.

| can't dress like these women. | can't.

? Whereishetaking us?? | ask Akhmim.

? | don't know,? he says.

? Maybe they are taking usto a hotel, or someplace where we can deegp?? It occursto methey might
takeustojail, and | would be separated from Akhmim.

Thecity ishilly. There are old buildings on the tops of some of the hillsand they are grand, lit from
outside like monuments. They have steeples or towers. Down on the streets, though, everything isamix
of old and modern.

Wedriveinto anarrow dley and park behind abig foamstone office. It's nicer than the foamstone
buildings at home, it haswavering baconies and it's got little decorations like Saactites. The buildingis
yellow and the decorations are red and blue. It looks asif achild made the building. | think it can't

possbly beajail.

The man takes usin aback door and up some gtairs. Akhmim holds my elbow. Wefal behind because |
get tired so eadily and can't go so fast yet, but he waits at the door to an office when we get to the
second floor.

The officeisn't anything like the outside of the building. Where the building is playful, the officeisfull of
desks and information consoles. There are a dozen people at the desks. Some are talking into headsets.
At least they aren't wearing uniforms.

A woman takes off her headset. ? Hdllo,? she saysin Moroccan. ? I'm MissKatrina? Shehasona
sand-brown dress with deeves that come to between her wrist and elbow and a skirt falsto afew inches
above her ankles, but she's not naked-looking like the women on the street.

? I'mHariba,? | say, ? and thisisAkhmim. Hesa harni .?

She has us st down and she takes my whole name and where | used to live. | give my aunt Zehra's
address.

? Doesthe chimerabelong to you?? she asks.
| don't know quite what she means. ? Do you mean Akhmim??

? I'msorry.? Shesmiles. ? Wedon't say harni . Wecdl biological constructs ? chimera? Harni is
something of aninsulting name.?  She has a Spanish accent, but she's easy to understand. | don't know
why they don't usetheword ? harni,? though.

? Therearemore like Akhmim here?? | say.

? Not so many like Akhmim. There aren't many placeswhereit'slegal to make people like that. But
there are a pretty fair number of different kinds of chimera here. And therésalittle community of chimera
that were made to be daves. Do you own Akhmim??

?No,? | say.



? Who owned you?? sheasks Akhmim.
He gives her Mbarek's name and address. ? Do | have to go back??

She shakes her head. ? We don't recognize ownership of people or chimerain Spain, or anywherein the
E.C.U. Do you want to go back? Have you been brought here against your will??

He shakes his head. ? No, Hariba brought me, but | don't want to go back.?
? Areyou impressed on Hariba?? she asks.
?Yes? hesays.

I'm tired and nervous. The questions they're asking make me even more scared. ? We love each other,?
| say.

Thiswoman, Miss Katrina, nods her head. ? All right.?

She runs her fingers across the unfamiliar letters on the touch pad. She asks me some more questions. Do
| have any family inthe E.C.U.? Do | speak any languages other than Moroccan? Did | work in
Morocco ? What kind of work did | do??

? | wasahouse manager,? | say. ? | wasjessed.?
She stops and says, ? How long sinceyou |eft??
? About twelve hours,? Akhmim says.

? All right, we need to get you medica help. Y ou should havetold me. Hold on.? She puts her headset
back on and starts speaking in Spanish. After amoment, she says, ? Do you have a headache? Fed
Sck??

? A little headache,? | say, ? but I'm not jessed anymore. | ran away over amonth ago.?
She covers her mouth with one hand. ? What did you do? Did you get help??

? Akhmim took care of me,? | say, ? and then my family did. My mother found a horse doctor who
gave me some patches.?

Shetaksin Spanish for amoment. ? Were going to take you to the hospital anyway,? shesays. ? The
doctor wants to assess you.?

? Can Akhmim come?? | ask.

? I'll take care of Akhmim, and then I'll bring him to seeyou in afew hours.?

? Akhmim needsto go with me,? | say. ? He shouldn't be by himsdif.?

? Hell bedl right,? MissKatrinasays, ? and so will you. Well take good care of you.?
? Areyou going to take him from me??

? No, no,? she soothes. But | don't believe her.

? | should go with her,? Akhmim says. He knows how afraid | am.



? I'm afraid you would just be in the doctor's way.?
I'msotired | Sartto cry.
? Let me get you acup of tea,? MissKatrinasays. She gets up.

| watch her walk away and think, We should run. But run where? Thereisn't any Nekropolis here. |
wouldn't even be able to ask for help. ? They can't takeyou fromme,? | say to Akhmim.

He holds my hand. Miss Katrina brings black tea
? Wedon't have any mint tea, I'm afraid,? she says.
It isbitter but hot. Theroomiscold. | Sip the teaand shiver.

People aren't looking at us, at least. Evidently in this office they're used to women crying. MISS
KATRINA takesacard out of her desk drawer. ? Thisismy card,? shesays. ? It'sasmart card, so
openit up and it'saphone.? Sheshowsme. ? I'myour facilitator. Let mewrite my namein Arabic for
you.? Shewrites MISS KATRINA inround, childish script. | can read the numbers but none of the
other writing on the card, whichisdl in Spanish, of course.

A man and awoman in blue comein the door. They are carrying cases. Katrinawavesto them. ? These
arethemedics,? shesays. ? They'll take care of you and take you to the hospital. They don't speak
Moroccan, but they are good people and they'll be gentle with you.? Then she taksto them in Spanish.

The woman knedl's on one kneein front of me and smiles. Carefully, she takes my hand and turnsit pam
up, then she shows me a strip of plastic and putsit around my wrist. She takes some sort of date off her
belt, and shows me the numbersflashing onit. | think | recognize blood pressure.

Miss Katrinahands me atissue and | takeit in the hand the medic isn't holding.

Akhmim watches gravely. After aminute, he takes the tissue from my hand and wipes my face withit.

The hospital building is different. I1t'salong complex of dun-colored stone buildings with galeried arcades
between some of the buildings. The truck with the medics and me stops at wide doors. The woman holds
my arm as| climb down out of the truck. The back of the truck had made me nervous-it had akind of
huge black coffin. But the man had sat in the back with me while the woman drove. Wed sat in seets that
he showed me could become abed. He had pulled abelt across my shoulder and waist gently, asif he
were afather and | were achild. Then held pointed to me and said, ? Hariba.?

I'd nodded.
? Giani,? hesaid and pointed to himsdif.
? Giani,? I'd said.

He'd been pleased. Then held checked the plastic band on my wrist again. 1'd wanted to tell him that |
wasn't sck anymore, but hoped maybe the plastic strip would show him that.

The hospita isn't like ahospital insde. Theresalarge room for alot of people, and more of the black
coffins. Oneisopen and theinsideisfull of thick blue liquid. Therés afacemask hanging out of it ona
long flexible tube that's ribbed like awindpipe. There are a couple of beds, too. But we pass through that
room to ahal with bedrooms off of it.



The medicstake meto one of therooms. It's pretty, al old-fashioned-looking with yellow stucco walls.
The woman pats the bed and motionsfor meto sit oniit, so | do, and she takes off my shoes and brings
me ablanket asif shewere my servant.

The medicsleave and | think I'm so tired | might go to deep. But | can't. After abit, another woman with
adatecomesinand smilesat me. ? Hariba?? she says.

| nod.
? Estanza,? she says. Then she checks my wristband, the way the medics had.

She does something on the date she holds and a pleasant voice announces, ? | am your doctor.? The
date takes her Spanish voice and repestsit for mein my own language.

? Doctor Estanza?? | say, forgetting that she can't understand ? doctor,? but shejust nods and smiles.
She taps something e se.

? Areyou comfortable?? the date asksme.
| nod.
? Headache??

| answer alot of the same questionsthat | answered for the medics. I'd like to be able to tell her I'm not
sick, but of course she doesn't ask me that.

? | want to do atest,? she saysthrough thedate. ? It won't hurt.?

Sheleaves. | look around the room to see if something is happening. Am | supposed to sit still?1 can see
thelightsin the ceiling and beside the bed and there's an image on the wall, like awindow on the oceanin
aplace where there are pam trees. Maybe the image is some sort of screen? She would havetold meif |
was supposed to St till.

She comes back with something like ahat with afacemask and | realize she had just goneto get it, that
the hat deviceisthetest. She has me Sit up and take off my vell and she setsthe hat device on my head.
It'salittle heavy, alittle unbalanced. It hasalot of weight on top toward the front of my heed, and | fed
that if 1 lean my head forward, it might dide off. The mask comes down over my eyes and rests against

my cheekbones. Thereis nothing to seeinside, no screen or anything.

The doctor asks me through the date, ? Can you hear me??

?Yes,? | say, but I'm not sure she understands me, so | nod cautioudly.

? Good,? saysthedate. ? Who are you jessed to??

? Um, my migtressisnamed Zoubida,? | say and | fed the hat get warm. ? Oh,? | say and reach up.

? Wait,? thedate saysand | stop with my hand halfway raised. | can imagine her fingerstapping across
thedate.

| wait.
? Itisdl right,? thedatesays. ? It will get warmer, but not much. Please describe your mistress.?

? She'stal and middie-aged,? | say. ? She'snot very well off, not like my first household.? | don't



know what they want meto say. ? | liked her. She wasn't mean to me, and if it hadn't been for Akhmim,
| don't think | would haveleft her.? Althoughif it hadn't been for Akhmim, | would probably still work
for Mbarek. ? Um, | fedl bad about |eaving her because she paid alot of money for my services.? |
can't think of what elseto say. Maybe if I'd had some deep, | would be able to think better.

| walit.
Finaly the date says, ? Describe the best thing about the person you are jessed to.?

? Thebest thing?? | say. Arethey recording this? Thewholetest isvery strange. Maybethe deviceis
reading my thoughts? ? Shewasvery kind,? | say. ? And shewasvery appreciative. | guessthe best
thing was that she was easy to please, that she didn't expect more than a person could do.?

| walit.

The date says, more quickly thistime. ? Describe the thing you like least about the person you are jessed
t0.?

| think aminute. ? She didn't have very good taste,? | say findly. ? She was disorganized and she didn't
have very good taste.? When | was jessed, it was hard to think about the mistressthisway. | think
maybe thinking about her thisway is giving me a headache, but I'm so tired that could be the redl cause.

It'ssilly to didike someone because they have bad taste. But it wastrue.

| wish | could take anap. | wish Akhmim was here.

? Allright,? thedate says. Then | fed the doctor's handslifting the hat. She smilesat me.
? Would you like somewater?? she asks me through the date.

| nod.

She gets me water and then she says through the date. ? Someone will take you to aroom, and you will
res.?

Sheleaves me. In awhile ayoung man does come and take me to a pretty white room with two tall
narrow shuttered windows. Theroom is small and nice. He opens the shutters and they look out on one
of the connecting walkswith their series of arches. The breeze comes in-it feels cooler than it should but
very nice. When heleaves, I'm so tired that | cry for awhile and that makes my head ache more. Then |
dofindly fal adeep.

| stay three daysin the white room. Miss Katrina brings Akhmim to see mein the evening and seeing him
islike going home for amoment. But she explains to me that when the horse doctor took care of me,
there were thingsthat he couldn't really do, so he has kind of made alittle cage for the problem.
Eventudly, she says, the cage will cause other problems, so the best thing to do isto be cured.

Curing involves putting something e se in me the way when | was jessed they numbed the roof of my
mouth and injected the thing that jessed me. Then they keep me for two more days. Twice aday they
bring in the device like ahat and ask meto talk about my old mistress.

On thethird day Miss Katrina comes and gets me.

? How areyou feding?? sheasks.



| don't think | fed much different, maybe alittle stronger from the food they have been giving me, but |
say that | fed very good.

? I've found aplace for you and Akhmim to stay,? she says.

? WhereisAkhmim?? | ask.

? He'sa your flat.? Shehasalittle gray bubble car and weclimbin.

? How do | pay for the hospita ?? | ask.

? Hospitd careispaidfor,? shesays. ? We have hospita carefor everyone.?

? Who pays?? | ask.

She blinksfor amoment. ? Nobody,? shesays. ? | guessyou could say that the government pays.?
It'sobvioudy avery rich government.

? Tomorrow,? she says, ? you will need to come down to us and file your paperwork for asylum, then
you can be granted residency status. We granted you emergency temporary status so you could bein the
hospital, but we need to get that upgraded to permanent as soon as possible.?

| nod. Thelittle gray bubble car goes quickly around the corners and through the narrow streets of what
looks like an old city, but then we climb up into the hills and the buildings get newer. It'slike going
through time, up from ancient to old to shabby to foamstone, and finaly we stop at abuilding alittle like
the office where Miss Katrinaworks, ydlow with blue ba conies. Some of the ba conies have plants on
them.

They're SO much prettier outside than the places back home, but | don't like the balconies. It fedslike
living your lifein public. If they had a courtyard, abacony would be dl right. Upgtairsingde the hdlway
isplain with aplain blue carpet on the floor. She stops at 216 and knocks on the sea-blue door and
Akhmim opensit.

Our flat isempty. The rooms are square on three sides and bow out on the outsde wall. Thefloors are
dark, deep green foamstone, polished and grooved liketile. 1t's o empty. Akhmim doesn't even redlly
seem to live here, theré's nothing behind him but windows and air.

| walk through the flat with them. There are four rooms-the big room, the kitchen, the bedroom, and the
bathroom. It's nicer than a death house and | think to myself that with rugs and a couple of chairs and
curtains on the windows it would be nice. There are blankets on the floor in the bedroom where Akhmim
has been deeping. Our bags are there, looking smal and dirty in the corner.

It's very foreign and bare. Asif no one had ever set foot ingde this place before. Miss Katrina chatters a
few minutes and then leaves.

? What have you been doing?? | ask Akhmim.

? Waiting,? hesays.

| can imagine him waiting, too. When | was sick, he had unimaginable patience. He could just Sit.
? What do you think?? he asks.

| sit down on the blankets-there's no place dseto sit. ? It'snice,? | say. | hadn't thought about what it



would beliketo get out of the country. | had the vague idea we would find other people from Morocco
. ? It'svery foreign.?

? How areyou feding?? he asks.

| shrug. ? Better.?

He seemsremote. He wasn't distant when we were living in Mbarek's household.

? MissKatrinasaid | have to go file some papers tomorrow to get residency.?

Henods. ? | know which busto take.?

? What about you, do you haveto file papers??

? | dready have my residency,? he says and shows me his smartcard with hisimage oniit.

? You haveresdency?? | ask. Somehow | never thought about it, | thought Akhmim would have
residency with me or something. | remember what she said about not calling hima harni . ? Doesit
bother you when people cal you a harni ? Do you prefer chimera??

Heshrugs. ? Not particularly. Whatever people call me, I'm till whet | am.?
? | don't see why it makes any difference.?

? It'sahumanthing,? hesays. ? Words shape your thoughts.?

It's a human thing. | shudder and | don't know why.

? Do you want to rest?? he asks. ? Or we could go shopping. | still have some money, and Miss
Katrinahelped me get it changed into E.C.U. units.?

? We should probably saveit,? | say.

? MissKatrinasayswe will get an alowance from the government until we can get training and find
work.?

? How much?? | ask. But | redize | don't know how muchit is because | don't know how much
anything cogts. Akhmim doesn't know anyway.

? Comeon,? hesaysgently. ? Don't be sad. Come pick out some thingsfor your new home.?

Miss Katrinacalson my little cardboard phone. ? MissHariba,? she says, ? | wastaking to someone
for whom | used to be facilitator, and | mentioned you. She's Moroccan and she's having some friends
over tomorrow evening. They are all Moroccan expatriates and she asked meto invite you.?

And so Akhmimand | go to aparty.

We go on the bus. The buses run past our flat until two in the morning, later than well stay, | think. |
don't have anything to wear to aparty. | brought some things from Morocco but not very much and the
peoplein Spain are dl so rich. Akhmim and | go to the store to buy something to bring the hogstess. It is
an astonishing place, the store. So big, and so full of so many things. Thereisapart of the store that isfull
of vegetables and fruit, and apart of the storethat isfull of different kinds of meat. | look at the pork



because I've never seen pork before. It's pale and unwholesome-looking, but while | am standing there, a
woman buys some. It is so expensive. These people have so much money.

A lot of thethingsin the store are in boxes or packages, seded and bright and clean. Thereisan entire
section of beer and, | think, wine. | stand for five minutes and seven people buy beer. | don't have too
much trouble with couscous and rice and vegetables, not even with meat and fish, but | can't tell which
boxes are soap. Nothing isin Arabic.

| buy figsfor the party.

Theparty isinaflat intheold part of the city, in astone building. The woman who is having the party is
Miss Aziza. She opens the door and sheiswearing along dark-red dress and has her long black hair ina
braid that is hanging over her shoulder. The dressis beautiful, but it isn't Moroccan, and sheisn't wearing
avell, so shemust bevery rich.

? MissHariba?? she says.
?Yes? | say.

? Wedcome! ? she says, and takes my hands between hers. ? Welcometo Spain, and welcometo alittle
bit of home! ?

| smell familiar smdls-mint and cinnamon and chickpess.

She looks past me.

? ThisisAkhmim,? | say.

? Oh,? shesays. Sheisdartled, because he'sa harni . MissKatrinamust not have told her.

Akhmim bows palitely, asif he doesn't natice. | thought it was dl right here. HEs so plain in hiswhite
shirt and black pants. He has the figs and he hands them to me and | hold them out to Miss Aziza.

? Oh, figs,? shesays. ? How sweet of you. Comein, comein!?

There are adozen or do people standing or sitting and talking, and none of the women are wearing veils.
Theroomisfull of rugsand chairs and pillows and drapes and it's beautiful, more beautiful than anything
at Mbarek's. Thereésalong table and it is covered with food-couscous with vegetables and bisteyaand
chickpeas with cumin, and little pastries. There are pistachios and dmonds and cheese and fruit-grapes
and dates and figs and oranges. I'm even more embarrassed.

Butit'sdill alittle like home.
| drop my vell soit's not covering my hair, just hanging over my shoulders.

Miss Azizaturnsto theroom. ? Everybody, thisis Miss Haribaand Akhmim, just afew daysfrom
Morocco .? Sheintroduces people, ablur of names. ? Get yoursalves something to egt,? she says.

There are plates at one end of the table, and people around the room are holding plates of food. | takea
plate and get some bisteya. | haven't had it in so long and this pie has abeautiful flaky crust and smells of
pigeon and lemon, ginger and dmond. The wedges are dusted with cinnamon and sugar.

MissAzizaisamiling. ? | love biseya,? | say.

? Let meintroduce you to someone,? shesays. ? Professor Malik?? she says.



Professor Malik isdressed al in white. He looks like a distinguished man, except that he looks so young.
? MissHariba,? he says. ? Welcome. And Akhmim.? These people smileat Akhmim, but | don't think
they redlly want him here. He's taken some bisteyaand some fruit and a piece of cheese.

? So where areyou from?? he asks.

? Fez,? | say.

? Fez,? hesays. ? | had agresat friend in Fez . I'm from Marrakech.?

? How long have you been here?? | ask.

? Twelveyears,? he says.

| don't know what to say. The idea makes me so homesick. ? Do you misshome?? | ask.

? Of course,? hesays. ? But thisismy home now, and | don't think | would livein Morocco, evenif |
could. It's so easy here. Have heart, you'll get more comfortable.?

? What did you do in Marrakech?? | ask.

? | wasaprofessor of rdigious studies,? he says. ? But some of thethings | published made people
unhappy. How did you cometo Spain ??

? | camewith Akhmim,? | say.

? Ah,? hesaysto Akhmim. ? Youreachimera?
? Yes, Professor,? Akhmim says.

? How did you meet?? heasksme.

? | was ahouse manager, and Akhmim was, um, part of the household.? | don't think I'm supposed to
say ? owned.? | wonder what he thinks now that he redlizesthat he's talking to a housekeeper. But if
he's appdled, he hidesit well.

? It'sgood to have someone new come,? he says. ? We all see the same facestoo much.? Heleans
close and whispers, ? And it doesn't hurt to see Azizareminded about the rights of chimera.?

? Shedoesn't likechimera?? | ask.

? Azizaisquite proud of her tolerance, but | don't think she expected your friend for dinner. Y ou're quite
amazing.? Hesaysit asif | should be proud of it, asif | did it on purpose.

?Me? | say.

? Ohyes,? hesays. ? Weadl tdk about how dreadful conditionsarein Morocco , and about how
horribleingtitutionalized davery is, but we never do anything about it. Y ou have.?

? | haven't done anything,? | say.

? But here you are, and hereis Akhmim, who | assume you brought from Morocco . ?

? Yes, Professor,? Akhmim says, ? shedid.?

? How do you fed about having rights thrust upon you?? Professor Malik asks Akhmim.



? It'salittlestrange,? Akhmim says

? There are other chimeralikeyouin Mdaga,? Professor Mdik says. ? | could put you in touch with
someone.?

? 1 would like that very much,? Akhmim sayssmply.

? Youmust bevery londy,? Professor Malik says.

? Veay,? Akhmimsays. ? But I've been londly along time.?

? Andyou,? Professor Malik saysto me, ? you must come and have teawith me.?
Alone?1 think.

? Don't worry,? hesays. ? | am old enough to be your father. And my wife will be there.?

| don't know what to think about any of this.

We're enrolled in language classes. Akhmim goesin adifferent class because harni learn languages
differently than humans. Chimera. Spanishisdifficult, mostly because of the aphabet.

Because | wasjessed, | have political asylum, which Katrina saysisthe best kind, becausein three years
| can qudify for E.C.U. citizenship. | can't qudify for Spanish citizenship because I'd haveto be bornin
Spain , but she saysthat would only matter if | wanted to be apolitician.

Akhmim has politica asylum, too, because chimeraare endaved a home.

| write my family and let them know where they can get in touch with me, and | include money for my
mother and my aunt Zehra. Not very much, but some.

I'm aso enrolled in counseling to help my adjustment to Spain .

| go to counsdling at threein the afternoon, which isthe same time that Akhmim has his Spanish course at
the Indtituto Internaciona Alhambra. My counsdling sessionisonly an hour, but his classisan hour and a
half, so | promiseto meet him at the Indtituto. | don't like riding on the bus by mysdlf, though. We get on
together a our gpartment. Akhmim can recognize the bus, but not by the bus number. | don't know how
he does it because alot of buses run on our route, and some have our Centre Number, C2, and some
have other |etters and numbers but ook pretty much the same. Akhmim doesn't know how he doesit,
either, but he's aways right. We get on the bus together and then when we get to the Center, | stay on,
but he takes the R16 out to the Ingtituto.

| have learned to say the name of my stop, Parque and Cinquente-Cinco. | tell the driver. I'm afraid that
the driver will forget, but he remembersand callsit out.

| have anote from MissKatrina saying that | don't speak Spanish and that | have an appointment with
Dr. Esteban. | show it to the young man at the desk and he smiles and calls someone. Another young
man with hair dyed yellow comesand getsme. ? Hola,? he says. | know that. ? Hola,? | whisper and
smile. | area my toesin the elevator.

My doctor looks young like many of these people, but | know he isn't. I'm getting better at telling when
people aren't redly young. Something about the way their noses and ears and chins are. Something about
the way their eyes are set in the hollows of their skulls.



? MissHariba,? he says. He has an office with abig window, but it's covered in a heavy red patterned
curtain, alittle like the patterns on rugs at home. ? We have many thingsto discuss.? He's Moroccan,
but I don't think he was bornin Morocco . ? I'm here to help you with your transition to Spanish and
E.C.U. culture. I'm here to help you with your fedings about the things that have happened to you and
about your loneliness, and to help you resolve your relationship with the chimera.?

? What do you mean, resolve my relationship?? These people talk about Akhmim in the oddest way.
For dl the unfairness with which people in Morocco treated harni, at least in Mbarek's household we
didn't talk about him asif he were a problem.

? Therésabascinequdity in your rdationship with achimeralike Akhmim. Akhmim has no choice.?
? Of coursehehasachoice,? | say. ? | didn't ask himtoloveme.?

? That'swhat welll talk about,? says the doctor.

? You can't take Akhmim away fromme,? | say.

? No, nor do | want to,? the doctor says.

| don't understand these people at al.

? S0,? thedoctor looksat hisdate. ? Y ou're taking Spanish classes.?

? Why do | seeyou and MissKatrina?? | ask.

? MissKatrinais? ??

? My facilitator.?

? Ah,? henods. ? Good question. MissKatrinaisto get dl the legal things straightened out. But I'm
hereto help you and your fedings.?

| don't think Dr. Estaban is going to be much help. He makes me nervous. ? Can you tell me what sogp
lookslike?? | ask him. ? | mean, | know what sogp looks like, but in the store everything isin packages
and | can't read them.?

Heblinks. ? | can do that,? he says. He opens up his screen and types a couple of things. ? Here,? he
says, and shows me the screen. ? Thisisthe sogp that | use. | don't know if it'sthe best, but it'sthe one
my wife always gets. Y ou mean sogp for washing up, don't you??

| look at the blue and white wave and | think it's pretty clear. ? Washing up, and washing clothesand
dishes.?

? Oh, the sogp for washing clothesis different, and so isthe sogp for washing dishes.? Hecdlsup the
labelsfor those and printsthem dl off for me. In hisvery neat hand he writes WASHING UP on the blue
and white one, DISHES on the bright yellow one, and LAUNDRY on the red one with the big smiling
sun. | thank him. Personally, | think soap is soap. I'll get the blue and white one.

Sometimes these peopl e can get too complicated.

| take the busto the Ingtituto Internacional Alhambra, where Akhmimishaving class. It'sas
nerve-wracking as taking the bus to Cinquente-Cinco and Parque. The Ingtituto isalarge place,



crowded by other buildingsin the city. | get very lost, looking for Akhmim's classroom. I'm afraid if | get
there too late that helll think I'm not coming and go home, athough, | remind myself, Akhmimisvery

patient.

But | find the right floor and count the classrooms until | find his. The door ishalf open. Inadethereisa
teacher itting at a desk and three harni and they are? entwined. Not asif they are having sex, but il
sitting againgt each other, aleg thrown across another's lap, an arm around ancther'swaist. Akhmimisin
the middle and on one sde of him isa beautiful woman and on the other isayoung man, redly aboy.
Akhmim isholding ascreen that they are looking at.

Hisfaceisremote and happy, terribly happy, like | have never seen it before.

| back away from the door and stand in the hall. When hefinally comes out, | pretend that | didn't see
anything.

? How'syour class?? | ask.

? It'sgood,? hesays. ? | likeitalot.?

? Have you made friends?? | ask.
Henods. ? What was the counsdlor like??

? Hetold me what soap to buy,? | say and show him the labels. I'm looking at hisface, trying to seeinto
it. Hejust looks like Akhmim, not like someone who would sit with two strangers asif they weredl but
the same skin.

? Areyou happy withme?? | ask.
? 1 loveyou,? hesays. ? You know that.?

| do know that. | want to ask him if he would rather be with other harni, but I'm afraid to. Akhmim hasa
counselor, too. | wonder if his counselor needsto talk about Akhmim's relationship with me. | wonder if
his counsdor is human.

| get aletter from my mother. Her letter is short, of course, since she comes from the countryside and
Nabil writes out what she says.

Dear Hariba,

Thank you for your letter and the money. I'm glad to know that you're safe. Your aunt and | are
fine, but I'msorry to tell you that Alem has been arrested. Ayesha and Tariam are staying with her
mother. Your brother and sister are well. Please take care of yourself.

| call MissKatrina. | have never used her little phone card before. She answersin Spanish, and then
something must tell her who it is because she saysin Moroccan, ? Miss Hariba? Isthat you??

?Yes? | say. ? Please, miss, | need your help! ?



? What'swrong?? shesays. ? Areyou hurt??

? No, it'snot me. It'smy friend, in Morocco , who got us out. Hisnameis Alem.? Tearsrise up, hot, as
| say it. ? My mother has written to tell me that he's been arrested! ?

? Oh, MissHariba,? shesays, ? I'm so sorry.?
? What can you do?? | ask.

? | don't know. Hold on.? As she mutes the phone, | hear her saying something in Spanish. | have
probably interrupted her. It'sfoolish of meto fed such a sense of urgency, no doubt Alem was arrested
days ago. My mother may very well have been arrested by now. And Aunt Zehra. I'm ashamed. ? Miss
Hariba?? she says.

| draw ashuddering breath. ? Yes, I'm here.?

? | can request that the Spanish government and the E.C.U. enter a protest with the Moroccan
government. | don't know if they will, but the E.C.U. often doesin caseslike this.?

? What will that do?? | ask.

? Probably nothing,? shesays. ? It might put alittle pressure on the Moroccan government, but given
the North African Alliancesrefusa to have any trade or diplomeatic relationships with the E.C.U. or the
North and Centra American Unity, | don't see much that we can do.?

? Oh,? | say, because | don't know anything elseto say.

? I'm sorry, Miss Hariba. Can you tell me his name and address and what he was arrested for??
| don't know what he was arrested for, but | tell her everything else.

? Isthere anyone you know who can intercede for him?? Miss Katrina asks.

? I'm ahousekeeper,? | say. ? | don't know anyone important.?

? Wdl, I'll let you know what response | get. I'm so sorry, MissHariba. ?

When she cuts the connection, | try to think of what to do. Akhmimisout at his counselor. Hed know
what to do to make mefed better.

Professor Maik might know someone who could help, he was a professor in Marrakech. | call, but
theres no answer, so | leave a message.

| walk from the main room to the bedroom and back again. We have rugs now, and some pillows. Were
saving what little money we haveleft, although Miss Katrina hastold uswell get 2,000 E.C.U. unitsin
less than aweek. Everything is so expensive. For my Spanish class| had to pay over 200 E.C.U. for a
date and 62 E.C.U. morefor an e-book. Soap was4 E.C.U. units. Thebusis 2 E.C.U. unitsevery time
werideit. | sent 100 E.C.U. unitsto my mother and Aunt Zehra, which ismorethan | madein three
months, but so little here.

One of the phone cards chirps and it takesmeaminuteto find it. ? Hello?? | say, and then remember |
am supposed to say, ? Hola?

? MissHariba?? It's Professor Malik.



? Oh, Professor, thank al that's holy you caled.?
? MissHariba,? he saysin hisbeautiful, educated voice, ? what'swrong??

? They have arrested my best friend's husband for getting Akhmim and me out of Morocco , and | don't
know what to do! ? Tearsin my throat and in my bresath.

? Oh, my poor dear. Oh, that poor man.?

? MissKatrina, my facilitator, asked meif | knew anyone who could help in Morocco, but I'm just a
housekeeper. And then | thought of you. Y ou're a professor, isthere anyone you know??

| hear hisindrawn breath. ? MissHariba,? he says, ? | have been gone from Marrakech many years.
But don't cry, let methink, let methink. I know some people in the opposition, but this should be done
more quietly. I'll tell you what, you and your friend, are you free for dinner tonight??

? Y-y-yes,? | say, trying so hard not to sob on the phone.

? Cometo my housefor dinner, and let me think what | could do. I'll send ataxi for you, al right??
?Ataxi 7?

? A car for hire,? hesays. ? It will just be dinner with my wifeand me,? he says. ? Nothing fancy.?
? Thank you, Professor,? | say. ? Thank you so much. | fedl so bad. | fed so ashamed.?

? It'snot you who areto blame,? he says. ? It'sthe government. Well tak it over, well think of
something to do, all right? Now, seeyou in afew hours, dear.?

| collgpse on the pillows and cry until Akhmim findly gets home and wraps his arms around me and
kisses my tears away.

Then | dressin my best blue, with aclean white vell. It's old and the hem needs to be resawn, but it's
clean. Akhmim braids my hair in athick single braid. I'm thinking that maybe Professor Mdik'swife
wasn't at Miss Aziza's because she doesn't approve. | can dways take the vell off.

| can imagine her, someone like my aunt Zehra, only kept young like al these people are, like Akhmim
and | will be. (A strange thought, that Ayeshawill grow old like my mother and | will stay
young-someday | will look like her daughter, like Tariam. Another betrayd.)

A little red bubble car pulls up while we are waiting outside, Akhmim and me, and the driver says, ? Miss
Hariba, Mr. Akhmim?? Professor Mdik lives out east of the city, and we drive down almost to the sea
before turning and heading east. | catch glimpses of the water sometimes, bright in the early evening sun.
He doesn't live on the water, hishouseisacouple of streets back, but it's alittle house crowded in with
other little houses, not aflat. The bubble car pullsinto akind of courtyard with bricksfor afloor and
planters with olive and lemon trees and flowers spilling over them. Professor Maik comesout, dressed in
unbleached linen that looks very elegant. | fed shabby.

Maybe here| can be made beautiful. So many people seem beautiful here. If they can make people
young, how much harder can beautiful be?

? MissHariba,? he says, ? Mr. Akhmim. Welcometo my little house.? Thereisafountain and a pool
near the door, al of brick, with liliesfloating init. ? My wifegardens,? he says. ? She hasthetouch.?

Itisnt abig house like Mbarek's, but it's beautiful in away that Mbarek's could never be. Thefloor is



tiled in beautiful stones, and thereisfurniture everywhere, but light, graceful, and curved pieces of
furniture that don't clutter everything up. The mistress had preferred projections of blue glassand silver,
but the colors here are warm and each room is alittle different. The main room is colored with wood and
deep red and brown velvets, but there are splashes of green, aslight as spring and suggesting rain.

He takes us through the kitchen, where the unexpected color is orange. The sink isthe color of tamarind.

Theroom in the back isfull of light from a huge window in the ceiling. Thetableislong and narrow and
st asif for aparty, with lots of yellow and bits of amethy<t. It isall so vivid, but it looks handled and
used, abit worn, not too garish, asif al these things have been loved for years and years.

? Your houseisbeautiful,? | say.

? My wife,? he says, and waves his hand. ? She does these things.?
? Malik? Are your people here?? A woman cdlsfrom the hall.

? Claudia,? hesays. ? ThisisMissHaribaand Mr. Akhmim.?

Hiswifeisnothing like | expect. Sheistal and as narrow asastork, with dark red hair that frames her
face and shineslike ahedmet. Sheiswearing agreen tunic with ahigh collar and long deeves, and white
pants. Even her feet, in leather sandals, are elegant. She's not Moroccan.

| reach up and pull off my veil. 'mglad | braided my hair.

? Thisismy wife, Claudia,? says Professor Malik. ? Sheisaprofessor of mathematics.?
Akhmim, unperturbed as dways, puts his hands together and bows dightly.

? Claudia,? Professor Malik says, ? ThisisMissHariba, and Mr. Akhmim.?

We gt down at thelong table, al eating at one end. Professor Claudia brings in chicken and rice and
vegetables. ? I'm sorry it'sdl soplain,? she says.

| can smdl thelemon and garlic in the chicken. ? Ohno,? | say, ? itswonderful.? Therearedlivesinthe
chicken, too. Professor Malik's wife asks me about how Akhmim and | like M&8aga. Akhmim tells her
that we are taking Spanish classes, and compliments her on her Moroccan.

? Claudias mother isfrom Morocco ,? Professor Mdik explains.
? Whereisshefrom?? Akhmim asks.

? Fez,? Professor Claudiasays.

? That'swhereyou'refrom, isnt it?? Professor Malik says.

| look a my yellow plate and my amethyst glass and my yellow nagpkin. No one mentions Alem. |

wonder what Ayeshais doing at this moment. Eating with her mother. And Alemisin prison. Maybe with
my brother, although more likely hewould beinjail right now. | wonder if they've beaten him. Nabil said
that they beat Fhassin.

But the chicken isvery good and I'm hungry. | eat it, and therice, yellow with saffron. After dinner,
there's strong, sweet coffee and pastry with walnuts and honey.

? I've got somework to do,? Professor Claudiasays. ? I'll leave you hereto talk.?



? It wasawonderful dinner,? | say. ? And you have abeautiful house.?
She amiles. ? The house has been in my father'sfamily for over ahundred years.?
? It'slovdy,? | say.

? Were comfortable,? she says. | don't know if that meansthat they love the house, or if it meansthe
house is not so much. They seem rich to me, but what do | know?

? Some more coffee?? Professor Maik asks.

? No, thank you,? | say. ? Thank you very much for thelovey dinner. | hope we didn't inconvenience
you.?

? Not at dl,? hesays. ? But let'stak about your friend, the one who was arrested.?

Akhmim smiles at me. He's been holding up the conversation al during dinner because he knows I'm too
upset to talk. | couldn't do without him, and he does|ove me, and he understands me better than anyone
else, better than my mother or my sister or Ayesha.

? I've been thinking of who we could ask to help, but there aren't many,? Professor Malik says. ?
Obvioudy, if I can contact them, then they're under suspicion because they have contact with the E.C.U.
But | wasthinking that we might be able to buy hisfreedom.?

? Buy hisfreedom?? | say.

? The police are quite corrupt,? Professor Malik says. ? | think maybe ten thousand E.C.U. intheright
place and your friend would be free.?

10,000 E.C.U. ismore money than | have ever seenin my life. | am not sure what the professor means.
Ishe offering to pay for Alem to go free?

? How much do you have?? the professor asks.
? Fourteen hundred E.C.U.,? Akhmim says. ? Maybe alittle more.?
Professor Malik sghs. ? Not enough, I'm afraid.?

? Professor Mdik, could you help us, with aloan?? | say. Surdy with thishouse, thislife, it isn't so much
tohim. ? Well pay you back.? | don't know how, but wewill.

Hesghsagain. ? I'm sorry, dear, | can't. | don't have a secure teaching position here, and everything we
have, well, itisal my wifes? ?

All hiswifes? Then | understand. Professor Mdik isarefugee, like us. He has nothing. He liveson the
sufferance of hiswife.

He'slike Akhmim.

Akhmim and | send 600 E.C.U. to Ayesha. It's worth about 2,000 in Moroccan. She can useit to do
what she can for Alem. | wait to get aletter back from her, but | don't. Eventually | get aletter from my
mother telling me Ayesha says she received the money, but that's all.



| mean to send more. But everything is o expensve here. Akhmim and | have to have dl new clothes.
And school isexpensive. It isn't like we didn't try, after dl. And | dso have to send money to my own
family.

Theresnothing | can do. | try not to think about it. It'sall so far away that when | think about Morocco,
itslikeapainin my chest.

Professor Mdik gives Akhmim the address of another chimera, aman named Ari, but Akhmim doesn't
mention him again. | don't think he getsin touch with him, either, because most of the time we're together,
except for our classes and our counsdlors.

| ask the counsdlor about chimera.

? There are hdf adozen kinds of chimera,? he says. ? Laborersfrom Brazil and Argentina. Thereisa
whole caste of chimerain India. They're priests and it's considered good karmato raise aboy chimera
and endow him aplacein the temple. The Hindu believe that these boys are souls that are ready for
enlightenment, that they are above humans. But there aren't very many of them, of course.?

| don't understand what he's talking about.

? Progtitute chimeralike Akhmim are pretty common in the Middle East and northern Africa,? he says.
? Akhmim's not aprogtitute,? | say, shocked. ? Men can't be prostitutes.?

The doctor nods, asif thinking. ? Why not??

? Because women don't pay men to have sex with them,? | say.

? What about your master's wife? Did she have sex with Akhmim??

?No,? | say, and | can fed mysdf flushing bright red.

? Areyou sure?? heasksgently.

?Yes,? | say, dthough now I'm not.

? And there are men who like to have sex with other men.?

| can't think of anything to say to that. | mean, I've heard men call each other fags and buttfucks, but
that'sjust low mentalking. | couldn't say any of that to the doctor. | can't believel even said ? sex? to
the doctor. I've never said ? sex? to aman before.

? Evenif Akhmim wasn't aprodiitute,? the doctor says, ? thekind of chimeraheis, what you cal a
harni, is designed to be the perfect concubine. They're the perfect lover, they put the needs of the human
first and their needs second.?

| think maybe | won't come here anymore.

? It'shard for you to talk about these things,? the doctor says, ? but | promise you, thisisthe one place
you can ask questions and no one will think you are bad, no one will be shocked.?

| nod. | think about the harni all stting on top of each other in Akhmim's Spanish class. | dmost ask
about that, but | don't.



| make my next appointment. | can aways cancd it.

We're studying for our Spanish. To have: tenir . | have, yo tengo; you have, tu tienes; hehas, € tiene..
| have aquestion. Yo tengo un amigo. ? Akhmim??

He's gtting across from me, working on hisdate. The light from our main room lamp fals across hishair
and his beautiful skin. Akhmim isthe most beautiful man | have ever known. Helooks up and hisfaceis
S0 much more beautiful than a housekeeper deservesthat my heart breaks.

? Did you ever, you know, lay with the mistiress?? My face grows hot.

? No,? hesays. ? Youretheonly one. Youretheonly onel love. Yo tu quiero .?
? 1 loveyou, t00,? | say.

Hesmilesat me.

? Professor Mdlik said he knew some chimerayou could mest,? | say.

He shrugs and looks back down at hisdate. ? Eventudly, maybe.?

? Aren't you londy??

? | haveyou,? hesays.

? You told Professor Malik you werelonely,? | say.

Hedhrugsagain. ? Tha wasdifferent.?

| wait for him to explain, but the doesn't. ? How?? | findly say.

? He hasaromantic ideaof harni . He wanted meto belonely, so | said | was.?
? How do | know you aren't just saying that you aren't to me??

? Because| don't lietoyou,? hesays.

| bdieve him.

MissKatring, my facilitator, calsme. ? MissHariba,? she says, ? how's your Spanish class going??

? Wdl,? | say. I've been studying Spanish for six weeks, and for the last two weeks | have had to go to
school five days, al day, and speak Spanish dl the time with the other students. If | don't know aword,
like when we are egting lunch and | want salt, then | have to point and say, ? That, please give methat.?
I've learned alot more than | ever thought | could.

? Do you have an address on your date??

?1do,? | say. ? It'sHariba635914.? | send al my homework to my teacherson my date. Thereare
only three peoplein my classfrom northern Africa, and they are both from Tunisa. Everybody dseis
from somewhere esein the E.C.U. or from North America, and they do everything on their dates. They
shop for things, they talk to other people. | liketo shop in stores.



? | haveajobif you areinterested,? she says.
?Ajob?? | ask.

? Yes. It won't affect your subsidy, in fact, it won't pay very well at al. Would you be interested in
working with children a a school ??

? Children?1 would loveto.?

? Youll haveto do an orientation, but the job would be assisting at a childcare place. Y ou'd help the
people working with toddlers.

Children. | don't know whether to laugh or cry. | have dways been afraid of being around children
because | knew that since | wasjessed | would probably never have my own, and now that I'm with
Akhmim, we can't have children. But | love children. And I'm afraid to say no.

MissKatrinais pleased. ? | thought you would be perfect for this,? she says. ? I'll send you the
information on your date, dl right??

It comes just as my homework would. It'sin Spanish, but my date can trandateit for me. A job with
children will be good. Children won't careif | speak Spanish badly. | can imagine mysalf with them,
holding achild in my lgp, Snging to him in Moroccan, while he looks up a me and people think, Hariba
has such away with children. | will be the most patient, even-tempered person ever and they will love
me.

It'sthree days aweek, which alows meto keep studying my Spanish and meeting with my counselor.
My counselor and | aren't talking about Akhmim these days, were talking about how scared | anto try
to speak Spanish. How hard it isto understand when people talk to me. How much | fed that | stand out
wherever | go.

For my first day a my new job | wear along shirt with deevesto my wristsand long pants. The shirtis
amost long enough to be adress, so it doesn't fed asif | am dressing like aman. The counsalor and |
agreethat it'sagood ouitfit, that it's modest without seeming quite so foreign. Akhmim braids my hair, but
| don't wear avelil.

| look inthe mirror in the bathroom and | wish | were pretty. So many people here are pretty. But even
inthis strange costume, | till look like me.

| go to work in the dark. People have to leave their children at the daycare before they go to work, so it
opensearly. | get off the bus, alittle afraid that 1've gotten off astop too early, but then | seethe sign.
The daycare looks like ahouse, except that in front isacomplex of tunnelsand afort.

The woman who meets me at the door says, ? Y ou must be MissHariba.? Her nameis|sabellaand she
looks very Spanish. | fed small and dark next to her. There are seven women and one man working at
the daycare. Miss Isabella has me set out juice and breakfast sweetsfor the thirty children who are
coming. They comein dribs and drabs, their heads on the shoulders of fathers dressed for work or hand
in hand with mothersin suits. They know how thingswork here. Some of them come up for juice. | say
hello to the oneswho do, and some say hello, some just take the juice and the sweet and wander off to
Miss Isabellaor one of the other caregivers. Miss Isabellais surrounded by children. She sits on the floor
and they St against her knees or her side, or reach over to pull on her deeve. | can't understand them
because they lisp in Spanish, but | recognize the indstence when they say, ? Miss|sabella. Miss Isabella.
? They dl want to tell Miss Isabella something.



| sit down and wait to be told what to do.

There are places al over the daycare where there are things to do and part of the day the children have
to do smpletasks. Part of the day they have unstructured play and if the wesather is good, they can go
outsde. Part of the day they do thingsin groups. First this morning they haveto listen to MissIsabdllatell
them a story and she does. It'salong story about agirl who livesin Indiaand things she doesin her day,
but I don't speak enough Spanish to understand it. Miss | sabellakeeps smiling at the children and at me
asshetdlsit and | smileand nod back asif | understand. After shefinishes, the children dl take out their
dates and whisper the story to it. Thisis one of their tasks, that they have to listen and then say what they
heard.

Listening hard to the story makes my head ache. There arealot of words| don't understand, and the
verbs are especidly difficult for me. My eyesfed heavy, and the sound of children whispering makes me
even degpier.

After the story, five of the children and | go and make bead necklaces. Miss Isabellatakesusover. ?
Here are beads,? she says. There are bins of beads. Big wooden beads and little stone and plagtic
beads, lots of colors, and some are smooth and some are bumpy. People in Spain have so much money
that they can let children have these thingsto play with. My mother spendsless on paper for wreaths than
it costs peopleto bring their children to this daycare to make necklaces.

| hand out string and we sit down on the floor with the beads. | don't know what to do, but the children
do.

? Show me,? | say.
? Get apieceof dtring,? saysone.

? MissHariba,? saysalittlegirl, and then she tellsme to do something, holding her string out to me. |
don't understand.

Shesaysit again.
Miss Isabellaistaking five children out to the garden. Everyone dseisbusy.

Thechildren aredl holding their strings out to me. Findly onelittle boy triesto make aknot in hisstring
and | redize what they want and | tieknotsin dl their strings.

? MissHariba, look! ?

| look, I ohhh and ahhh . | make mine of blue and yellow beads alternating, with a couple of big beads
for emphasis. Am | supposed to try to teach them about patterns? | |et them do whatever they want, and
one boy makes hislike mine, only black and red, but the other four do whatever they want.

? Look a mine.?

Then onelittle girl wants meto wear hers, 0| tieit around my neck. Then | have to wear everybody's.
I'm not sureif I'm supposed to.

We're done before anyone e seis done with their tasks. ? Can we go garden??

?No,? | say. | try to think of what elseto do. | tie another string for everyone and we make another
one. Akhmimisat home right now, not worrying about if he's doing everything wrong.



That goes even faster. | go ask one of the other caregivers what I'm supposed to do. She saysthat they
need to put the beads away.

So we sort out the beads, but before we get al the beads put away, everybody elseisdone with their
tasks and getsto go outside. My children are the last onesto go outside.

Itsadifficult day. | don't understand alot of the things the children do and at the end of the day I'm sick
to death of being touched.

Thebusisfull, and | have to stand. People keep brushing against meand | fed it each timethey do. If |
were amother, | would be going hometo my children. For thefirst time, | wonder how mothers can
gand it. | think, Maybeif they were my own children it would be different.

Maybe not.

Akhmim getsajob serving in arestaurant. Heis gone when | get home from work, and it seems asif |
never seehim.

Miss Katrinatells me that we're doing very well. I'm getting better at Spanish, athough it seemsto me
that the only people | ever talk to are children.

| come home at night and get off the bus and go up to the empty gpartment. There's nothing to do there
except more Spanish, or entertainments on my date. | can't think after aday of work, so| st onthe
cushions and play games on my date until I'm hungry, and then play more until it'stimeto go to bed.
Onceinawhilel talk to Professor Mdik or get a message from him, but that makes me think of Alem,
and my chest tightens up, so often | don't answer when it'shim.

| am ditting playing an entertainment called Opt Ciudad. | like it because | don't have to know alot of
Spanish, and it's easy for people like mewho haven't done alot of things on adate-some of the
entertainments go so fast that | dways crash or get shot. But this oneis about building acity, and about
putting grocerieswhere al the people in the city can get to them easily and roads and highways.

Professor Mdik cdlsand | answer, alittle out of guilt and alittle out of not thinking fast enough.

? MissHariba,? he says. ? How are you? How are the children??

| hate being interrupted in the middle of the game, but that's wrong. | tell him about the children.

? Did Akhmim get in touch with the chimerawhose address | gave him??

? Pardon me?? | ask.

? He cdled me and asked how he could get in touch,? Professor Malik says.

? Ohyes,? |lie. ? He'sat work right now. Since heworksin the evening, | don't get to talk to him.?
? Youmust misshim,? Professor Malik says.

? When did he cdll you?? | ask, trying to sound asif | just forgot.

Professor Mdlik frowns, remembering. ? Monday??

? Right,? | say. ? That'sright. | don't know if he'shad achanceto call yet.?



? 1 knew hewaslondy,? Professor Mdik says.
| think thiscal will never end.
But at last it doesand | Sit there, thinking, for along time, before | go back to playing Opt Ciudad.

| go to bed before Akhmim gets home-1 aways go to bed before Akhmim gets home because he gets
home so late and | get up so early. | evenfdl adeep alittle bit. He comesin so Slent, so careful, as
always, not to wake me. | think he can tell that I'm awake, but if | don't talk to him, he doesn't talk to
me.

| should talk to him. | should ask him abouit it. But | know he has an answer and | can't ask him. I'm
afraid of what helll say, and what I'll believe.

It'slike having asore tooth, thisidea of other harni . | worry at it and worry at it.

On Friday | work, and on Saturday | can stay in bed late, so | don't have to go to bed so early. | planto
Stay up late. | want to talk to Akhmim. Of course, by Friday evening I'm sotired | think I'll never be able
to stay up and at ten | go to bed. But | can't deep. Akhmim didn't tell me he had called Professor Malik.

I'm going to ask him on Saturday.

| can't deep and I'm till awake when Akhmim gets home,

He'squiet asacat. When he getsinto bed, | can smell hissmell, and the smell of restaurant.
He never kisses me. We're like brother and sister. Maybe that's what he needs.

? Akhmim??

? What'swrong?? he asks.

| don't know. ? | missyou,? | say.

? I missyou,? hesays.

? Do you remember how we used to Sit in my room at Mbarek's and talk??

? | remember,? hesays. Herises up on one bow, barely visiblein thefaint glow of the nightlight in the
hdlway. ? Areyou sad, Hariba??

?1am,? | say. ? | redly am. | fed so bad about Alem. It's so hard here. It's harder than | ever thought it
would be.?

Heleans over and kisses me on the forehead. | lift my face and he kissesme on thelips. | love when he
kissesme.

? Kissmemore,? | whisper.

Hekissesme more, and | put my hand on his chest. What do people do when they want to make love? |
put my arm around him, tentative. Doesn't the man usualy do that? But |'ve never wanted to do more
than kisswith Akhmim. It'slike I've told him not to go any further, so now | have to show him.

He puts his arm around me and draws me close.



I'm so nervous. I've never seen him naked. I've never et him see me naked. Y ears ago, when Nouzha
and | had talked, before | found out she was committing adultery with my brother Fhassin, shetold me
that the first timeit hurt. | asked Ayesha after she got married and she said it wastrue, but then it got
better.

Did Nouzha have to go through that again with Fhassin? Doesit hurt &t first with every man? Or just with
thefirst man?

Akhmim strokes my back. It feelsgood. | don't know what to do, though, since he has me pressed
againg him and | have one arm around him. Surely, if thisiswhat he wants, hell tekeit. He kissesmy jaw
and my neck. It'slike one of the entertainments that the mistress used to watch.

He lays me on my back and kisses me some more, and then strokes my breast through my nightgown
and | dartle.

He stops.
? Itsdlright,? | say.

? Shh,? he says, and kisses me some more. He doesn't touch my breasts, though. I's he supposed to? O
Allah, what am | doing?

I'm supposed to wait until | marry. Will | ever be ableto marry if | do this?Is Akhmim who | want to
marry? Yes, | tdl mysdf, | an dready inlovewith Akhmim and | came all the way to Spain because of
that love. (But the counsdor's voiceisin my heed, telling methat our relationship isn't right.)

Akhmim lies down next to me and strokes my forehead.
? Areyoutired?? | ask.

? Alittle? hesays.

?Metoo,? | say.

? | loveyou,? hesays. And | didn't even ask himto.

He holds me againgt him until finally I'm too hot and | stretch out and fall adeep.

Saturday morning I'm all jittery. If he were aman, he wouldn't have stopped. Isit my fault?Isit Allah's
will, protecting me?

| want to ask him if he wants to have sex. | want to ask him if he wantsto marry me, but I'm not
supposed to ask, heis. Maybe thisiswhat the counselor meant about having to resolve my relaionship
with Akhmim. Maybe | have to learn different ways because he'sa harni .

Instead, | say, ? | talked to Professor Malik, and he told me you called and asked how to get in touch
withaharni .?

| want it to sound just curious, but it comes out sounding irritated.
Akhmim shrugs. ? My counsdlor told me | should talk to another chimera.?

Chimera, | think. Harni is abad word.



? Didyou cdl?? | ask.

Akhmim looks a mefor amoment. ? No,? he says.

2 Why not?? | ask.

He says, watching me steadily the way he dways does, ? | was busy. It'syou | need.?

? If your counsdlor says you should, then you should.?

? Okay,? hesays.

He comes over to me and hugs me, and strokes my hair. ? Thisishard for you, al thischange.?
Normally | would just let him, but now it strikes me that he's doing this to change the subject.

? 1 think you should call,? | say. ? Why don't you cal now? Maybe we could go and meet him. Or her.
?

? Him,? Akhmim says.

Thank Allah.

Akhmim lets go of me and steps back. ? Right now?? he says.
? Sure,? | say. ? Why not??

? I'mtired,? Akhmim says. ? | have to work tonight.?

? Jugt cdlingisnt sobad,? | say, merciless.

He can't refuse me, | know that.

Hefinds hisdate and looks up the number. ? Hola,? he says. ? Me llamo Akhmim, yo soy una
chimera y un amigo de Professor Malik.? His Spanishis better than mine. | can understand that he's
sad hello and introduced himsdf asafriend of Professor Malik's, but | have trouble following everything

he says.

Sunday. He says Sunday afternoon a couple of times, and he smilesand nods. | wish | could seetheface
on hisdate, see who he'staking to. He laughs, looking beautiful for theface | can't see. Who, | redlize,
must be beautiful, too.

Merciful Allah protect me.

? HisnameisAri,? Akhmim says. ? He sayswe should come tomorrow at two o'clock. He says alot of
the chimerain the household will be around.?

Akhmim'sface betrays nothing. He seems perfectly at ease with theidea.
Oh, my painful heart.

Sunday afternoon and off we go, taking the bus past the bull-ring and then changing to another busand
then another bus because on Sunday some of the buses run and some don't.



I'm wearing my best clothes. Asif I'm going to be able to compete with chimera I'm swegting and so
nervous | fed sick. Akhmim holds my hand tightly and chatters about everything that happened at the
restaurant the night before.

Finally we get off at alittle gpartment building, only three storiestall, concrete, and old-fashioned.
Akhmim knocks on the door, still holding my hand.

The chimerawho answersis smal and dark, flat-faced and bow-legged. | can't tell for amoment if it'sa
man or awoman, but | decide it's awoman.

? I'm hereto see Ari,? Akhmim says.
? Thisway,? thechimerasays.

Inside the apartment building has been changed so thefirgt floor isall open like ahouse. In the back there
are two more chimeraworking in the kitchen. They look identical to the onethat let usin the door. The
onethat let usin takes us upgtairs, and then up to the third floor.

? At theback,? she says. Wewalk toward the back, passing an open door that looksin on aroom
where another chimera, thisone smal and Asan-looking, but ugly like the onethat let usin the door, Sits
watching an entertainment. Every surface of the room is covered with something shiny, so the room glints
and glitters. The chimera doesn't look up when we pass.

But there is space for four apartments at the back, and adoor standing open. Akhmim cals hello, and a
beautiful man comesto the door.

? Akhmim,? he says, ? and Hariba, hello! ?

Hishair isstraight and black and he looks asif he comesfrom India, but even though they look so
different, he and Akhmim could be brothers. They're the same height and they both have the same long
legs, but it's more than that. It's the way they move. Theway they stand, and both turn their facesto ook
ame

Ari invitesusin. Thereare Sx women al sitting there, dl beautiful.
? Thisiswherewelive,? Ari says. ? All the pleasure chimera.?

My Spanish isn't so good so Arri fetches adate and trandates for us. Thefirst two floors are al labor
chimera, mostly from South America, although some from Indonesia. And on thisfloor the front rooms
ared| Indonesian.

? Except for poor Anna,? he says. He gesturestoward awoman | didn't notice. She'sstanding ina
doorway. She'stall and broad and soft-looking, pale brown with placid brown eyes. ? Annaisananny
chimera. She'sonly here until she can get work. But she needs achild, don't you, Anna??

She smiles sadly and tearswell up in her eyes.
Nanny chimera, he explains through the date, are very uncommon.
? Would you like something to drink?? Ari asks.

The other women are dl sitting there and they look perfectly naturd and very beautiful-four shades of
blond, one redhead, and one dark-haired-but they aren't doing anything and it feels asif they're arranged,
asif for aplay. Their facesaredl turned to me.



? Do you want to seetherest?? one of them asks me. Her nameis Marialnez, she says. Shehasa
beautiful voice and | can understand her pretty well when shetalks. The roomsall connect to each other,
but other than the Sitting room and the kitchen, | can't tell what they're for. Some of them have big, huge
beds, and one has amat that covers most of the floor, and one of them has a bunch of chests of drawers
init.

? Whichisyour room?? | ask.

Marialnez isblond and her hair is the hundred shades of honey-clover, buckwhest, orange blossom. She
says, ? Thisroom.? It'sone of the roomswith abig bed, but it doesn't have anyplace to keep her things
and it doesn't have a door. None of the rooms have doors.

She's? not watching me, exactly. When Akhmim looks at me, it doesn't fed asif he's watching me, but
like Akhmim, sheisawayslooking a me.

? Yourevery beautiful,? | say.
? Thank you,? shesays. ? Butit'sonly because I'm achimera. Y our Spanish isvery good.?
? Not so good,? | say.

When we get back to the Sitting room, Akhmim is Sitting, too, and they al look at me, and he's one of
them. One more beautiful face. The he scoots over for me to have aplace to sit down and hes my
Akhmim again.

? Areyou impressed?? | ask the woman sitting next to me.

? Ohyes,? shesays. Sheistheredhead. All the women have long hair and it is soft and beautiful and
they wear it down like children. ? HisnameisEnrique.?

? Doeshelivehere?? | ask.

? No,? shesays. ? Wedecided it was better if welived apart.?

? Doyoumisshim?? | ask.

? Always? shesays. Her expressionislike Akhmim's. Cam, without pain. ? But I'm happy here.?
| look at Akhmim.

Heislooking a me, patient, calm. They ared| looking at me. All dike.

? Would you liketo live here?? | ask.

? It'sdifferent for youand me,? hesays. ? | loveyou.?

It'snot, though. And now | know it.

| need him. I'm alonein astrange country. That's the difference. | can make him happy, | know | can.
That night | ask him, ? Do you want to make love??

He sits down next to me on one of the big cushions we use and kisses me on the forehead. ? My sweet
Hariba,? hesays.



? 1 loveyou,? | say. ? Youreeverything to me.?
? Andyoutome.?
? Doyou fed asif? | mean, | know, men have urges,? | say.

? We're not like other people,? he says. ? Our loveis based on what we have here.? Hetouchesmy
chest.

It'sexactly what | would want him to say. Isn't everything exactly what | would want him to say? ?
Y ou're saying that just for me.?

He strokes my face, hisfingers delicate and precise. ? What do you want?? he says.
? | want to know what youwant,? | say.

? I'm here, | want to be here with you.?

? Do you want to be with the other harni ?7?

? 1 want you to be happy,? he says. ? When you're unhappy, it makes me unhappy.?
? | want you to makeloveto me,? | say.

? Allright,? he says. He kisses my forehead, and then my mouth. ? All right.? He kisses me gently on
thelips, and then on my neck.

It will hurt thefirst time, but then it gets better. That's what everyone says. But it will change us. It will be
likeamarriage. | can beawifeto him, | can give him what he wants. It can be asif we were jessed to
each other-has anyone ever done that?

? Come,? he says, taking my hand and leading me to our bed. He sets me on the bed and kisses me
again. | don't fed anything. I'm waiting for some kind of fedling, some urge. | like when he kisses me, but
| don't know what I'm supposed to fedl.

Hetakes his shirt off. ? Do you want to take off your dress?? he asks.
?1? 1 guess,? | say. ? Can we closethe curtains??

He closesthe curtains so the room isdim. It's not late enough that the sun has gone down, and the
curtains et the light shine through so everything in the room iswashed in red. | take off my dress, but I'm
gill wearing my shift. Hes seen mein my shift before. When | was sick, he saw mein my shift alot.

? Do you want meto take my clothes off?? he asks.

?Yes? | whisper. | wish hewouldn't ask. | wish hewould just do it. My faceis hot from
embarrassment.

Hetakes off his pants, and his underwear, and | can see what he looks like. I've never seen anaked man
before, and | want to look, but | don't, so | ook at him alittle, and then | look up at hisface and promise
mysdlf I'll just keep looking at hisface.

He sits down next to me on the bed and kisses me again. ? You have such niceskin,? hesays. ? And|
loveyour hair, my Hariba. | think of you dl thetime.?



? 1 loveyou,? | say helpledy.

He kisses me and has me lay back on the bed. He carefully touches my breastsand | don't flinch this
time. | won't flinch, no matter what he does.

Hekisses me alot, and strokes me with his hands. He kisses between my breasts, and then he has me it
up and he pulls my shift off me so I'm only wearing my underwear. He kisses between my breasts again,
thistime on the bare skin. | have goose bumps.

? Areyou cold?? Akhmim asks.

? I'mokay,? | say. | will make him happy. | try to smile asif I'm happy. When | get more used to this,
I'll be better at it.

He touches my chest and my belly. He touches my knees and my arms and then my thighs. | try to smile
a him.

? Doesthisfed good?? he asks.
?Yes? | say. | don't carewhat it fedslike.

Helays next to me and takesmy hand. ? | likethis? hesays. ? Just likethis. I like being with you like
this?

| glance down to seeif he'saroused, and heis. | want to believe he likeslying here with me thisway, but
if he'saroused, then surely he wantsto go further. | try to think of what to do. | kisshim. ? | want you,?

| say.

He kisses me gently, and then he touches me. | don't flinch. He rubs me and after amoment it feels good
and | canredly smileat himalittle.

? That'snice?? hesays.

?Yes? | say. I'mnot perfect likethe harni . | havelittle breastsand my belly isflabby, alittle. My
thighs are thick and my shinsarethin. Heislooking at me and | know he must be thinking of the harni .
? | loveyou morethan anyonedse,? | say.

? 1 loveyou, too,? hesays. ? Weretogether here.?

| dide off my underwear, awkward, scooting up my butt. Finaly he eases on top of meand, holdingitin
his hand, he searcheswhere to enter me. There's not enough space for himto goin.

? Just rdax,? hesays.
? It'sokay,? | say. Itian't, but | tel myself, Women have babies.

He pushesin. Who could imagine it would fed the way it does, dl hard. It does hurt. All the good fedling
isgone. Heisin mefor amoment, not moving.

I will make him happy. ? Goon,? | whisper. Thiswill be over soon. Heisin me and he moves, and it
doesn't hurt so much, and then he groans and pulls away.

? Hariba, sweet,? hesays, ? areyou dl right??
?Yes? | say. ? Wasit good??



? You aretheloveiest,? hesays.
| don't fed different. Actudly, | do. | fed asif | have done something wrong. But it's done.
My mother would be ashamed.

I'm ashamed. He puts hisarm around me and | lie there, trying to go to deep. After awhile, | get up and
put on my underwear.

On the sheets theré's a spot of blood, like menstrua blood. I'm alittle sore.

Akhmim raises up on hiselbow. ? Hariba??

? 1 just want to clean up,? | say. | go and take ashower. | can cry in the shower.

He's waiting in the now-dark room when | come back in. ? Areyou dl right?? he asks.
? I'mokay,? | say. ? Just tired. | haveto go to school tomorrow. ?

| get back into bed. He's changed the sheets. | lay on my Sde, alittle away from him. I'm so londly.
Nothing has changed.

Well, something has changed. I'm not fit to marry now.

The next morning | go to school and everything is different and nothing is different. Except that Akhmim is
more far away from me and I'm different inside and no one can see.

Monday night | wait for him to get home from work. ? I've been thinking,? | say without even saying
hdlo. ? | think you should go vist the harni during the day when I'm at work and at school.?

He standsthere, looking & mein hiscam way.

? But | need you for awhileyet,? | say. ? I'mal donehere.?
? Allright,? hesays. ? You know | loveyou.?

? 1 know,? | say. ? Butit'snot enough, isit??

For once he doesn't answer.

Intwo weeks we arrange it so that he's only home on weekends-since we rarely see each other during
the week anyway. | tell my counselor, Dr. Esteban, and he asks me how | fedl.

? Londy,? | say.
? How do you fed when Akhmimisthere?? he asks.
? Sill londy,? | say.

After two months, Akhmim stops coming home. | talk to him a couple of times by date, and after that he
calsme amost every day and wetalk. It's good to hear Moroccan.

Helovesme. It'sgood to be loved. But it isn't enough.



About six months after Akhmim leaves, | decide that I'm going to learn accounting, because | like the
numbers and the software, and one of my teachers recommends abook on business presentation. It talks
alot about professional appearance.

? Long hair,? it says, ? looks naive and immature.?

For aweek, | brush my heavy hair before braiding it and look a mysdlf in the mirror, trying to imagine. |
look at the other women on the street.

Sofindly | goto aplaceto get it cut, and Gabrid, the man who isgoing to cut it, puts my optica image
on hisdate and shows me different ways| can look. For thefirst time, the face staring back at me looks
different.

? A harcut isanew beginning,? Gabrid says.
My Spanish is getting alot better.
| choose ahaircut that makes my hair didein waves and rounds my face, ashining helmet of hair.

Gabrid gathersmy hair in hishands. When it isn't braided, it islong enough that | can St on theends. ?
Y ou need to cut off theold hair,? he says. ? Either that, or you need to makeit hedthy. But al this hair,
it makes your face so tiny, and you will be pretty, | promise.? He cutsalong length of it off, and then he
coilsit and putsit in abox. ? For you to have.?

He cuts and looksin the mirror and cuts and my head feds oddly light. | watch the new girl inthe mirror.
Shelookslike a Spanish girl who has Arab parents. She looks modern.

When heisfinished, he shows methe hair dl around, and | look so different. | shake my head and the
hair falls back into place.

? So pretty,? hesays.

Not pretty, I'm not pretty. | wish | were pretty. But maybe | ook asif | am part of thisplace, eveniif |
am not.

He putsthe box of my old hair on my lap. It is coiled in the box like awreath. | touch and | try to think of
what to do withiit. | could send it to Akhmim, but | don't know what it would mean to him. It probably
wouldn't be areproach. It probably wouldn't even be a message.

| could send it to my mother, but it would break her heart. | could send it to Ayesha, but if | were
Ayesha, I'd just burnit.

| think it belongsto no one at dl, this smooth coil of black hair, and I run my fingersover it. My tearsare
S0 hot, they're as hot as blood.



