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				Chapter 1

				Cairo, July 1986

				Zahra woke in a sweat, her silk nightgown plastered to the curves of her body under the light sheet. The shadows on the walls indicated the time was past noon, and by the feel of the air around her, the temperature was more than thirty degrees Celsius. She turned on her back as the repetitive whoosh of the fan struggled to mask the heat. The oasis between her thighs was wet like the rain stored in a succulent’s leaves. A dream, perhaps, of another sleek body, half-covered and close.

				She kicked the sheet off, a scorned lover still damp with her perspiration. Usually she woke to the sound of her mother heating milk in the kitchen or clattering pans as she baked, but only silence met Zahra’s ears. Once her feet slid into the worn cotton slippers at the foot of her bed, she stood and faced the heat like a warrior. Miriam was not in her bedroom, where she sewed loose prayer dresses in flowery patterns. She was not in the kitchen, where she spent her time with the bags of cumin, coriander, and cardamom, combining these lovers into Dukkah mixtures and Mulukhiya. And she was not in the living room, where Baba’s clocks ticked the seconds of a new day.

				Zahra looked out the balcony window at the pyramids—sentries that hovered in the distance, reminders of the toil of her people. At the glass, she pressed her palm against the warm window. Zahra judged by the missing grocery bags that her mother would not return for at least four hours…enough time to take a risk, to prove that Zahra owned those wonders as much as any other Egyptian.

				She dressed quickly, covering her nakedness with cloth that hid the pale skin of her forearms, the chestnut hair of her mother’s ancestors, and the curves of her eighteen-year-old body. Her hijab took the longest: an intricate flower pattern that transformed the back of her head the way one would fold a piece of origami paper. Her nimble fingers pinned each fold. Even before she graduated from high school, she had refused to wear makeup or the long skirts of her peers. She compromised only on holidays when Miriam cried into the folds of her shawl that she would never have a son-in-law or grandchildren to care for her in her old age. Then again, if stubbornness determined a person’s year of death, Miriam would outlive everyone. Still, Zahra hesitated near the mirror on her door, where she added a streak of purple eye shadow to her otherwise naked lids.

			

			
				Zahra plucked the extra key from a nail near the front door, and the worn key made a tink-tink sound. In her pocket, it mingled with the few pounds she had saved from gifts on the last eid. She shut the door, took the elevator down to level one, and began her trip to the Ahmed household to satisfy the hunger that had consumed her body since her first morning breath.

				The Ahmeds lived a few neighborhoods from Giza, away from the clusters of apartments that housed most of Cairo’s population and towards the utopia of palaces with gardens that rivaled Al Azhar Park. Zahra normally walked the route under the cover of darkness, so in the bright yellow light, the landmarks she used to guide her way intimidated her, screaming stop with flashes of sun at every metallic marker. A silver soldier, almost gold in sunny daylight, his sword pointed towards her heart, marked her last left turn.

				She listened to the call of women shopping in the markets, waiting to hear her name or feel a hand on hers as she hurried through the crowded streets. Canvas awnings that trapped the smells of shisha and ful medames overcooking in a street vendor’s pot offered a brief release from the heat. Housewives bargained in angry voices as they fingered bruised vegetables and bagged seasonings, and they would argue for hours until dinner preparations sent them scurrying home.

				Zahra took a cab the rest of the way, down Qasr al-Aini Street to the house in the Garden District where Ali and Jamila Ahmed spent their days cushioned by embassies and the remains of villas and palaces of their ancestors. Zahra told the driver to stop around the corner, paid him her last coins, and shooed him away. Since she had never risked visiting the Ahmeds during the day, she would need a plan if she hoped to sneak in without Mrs. Ahmed calling the police about a girl climbing her trellis. Perched on the ledge of a large tree that brought shade and comfort, Zahra surveyed the brick wall that surrounded the house. She was trying to think, but memories of her beloved distracted her.

				Ali and Jamila Ahmed had been the only twins in Zahra’s high school. During their last years, Ali ascended the ranks of popularity like a presidential candidate. Cairo’s finest hairdresser styled his hair in a wind-swept wave, a tailor fitted his clothes to his athletic frame, and girls joined fan clubs with his name scrawled in black permanent marker on all of their notebooks. In her junior year, two of Zahra’s friends had been sent home for fighting in the halls over which of them Ali preferred; however, both were invisible to the modern day pharaoh. He was not an intelligent boy, more occupied with meeting girls and playing soccer than school, but he passed his classes by copying friends’ homework assignments and cheating when he could.

			

			
				Jamila, on the other hand, had spent her days in the library reading through the non-fiction section, especially the shelves of literature on religion. She bent close to her books and trailed a finger along the lines of Arabic script, so focused on the pages in front of her that she barely noticed the throngs of girls hovering at her side. When they did manage to draw her dark brown eyes upward, she smiled at them like a benevolent sheik to a sinner kneeling before him and explained in a patient voice that her brother did not even speak to her.

				Large vines snaked in and out of the cracks in the cement, and Zahra wished she could enter and exit the grounds with such ease. Instead, she faced the house as an unwanted stranger, driven insane by lust, or love, or something not quite nameable that had drawn her there in the heat of a Cairo summer.

				The brick wall that surrounded the house protected the Ahmeds from the lower classes, especially the peasants who might have hidden in their doorstep with sick children in their arms, limbs limp at their sides, or eyes lame like sleeping kittens. These peasants found a good spot similar to the Ahmeds’ and staked their claim on the doorstep, hoping for scraps from the household or money from good Muslims who might pass by, remember the pillar of Zakat, and drop a few coins in their outstretched hands. Often, these same peasants spent ten hours a day praying to Allah and were already prostrate when the call rung from the minarets and reverberated through the French windows along the Garden City streets.

				Climbing the wall was only one way into the house, but first, Zahra needed a distraction. She tiptoed to the gate, where a doorbell allowed the rare caller to request entry into paradise, and pressed the bell with a shaking finger. Then she ran around the perimeter of the wall as fast as she could, a mouse in a maze. A woman’s voice called at the gate, but by then Zahra had already turned the corner and found the footholds she knew like the steps of a waltz. Her hands shook with every grasp and the strength in her legs faded and returned, but still she climbed. Only once did she fall, one hand secured in a hole while her body dangled like bait. In that moment, she swayed like a pendulum between a broken leg or a soft embrace.

			

			
				“Insha Allah,” she whispered, ready to accept what God willed. Then her right foot found a foothold, and she climbed over the ledge like a spider and down the hot stones on the sunny side of the wall.

				Once her feet kissed the ground, the scent of Mrs. Ahmed’s garden hit her like a slap. In the moonlight, the flowers were shadows, their petals less fragrant, their faces toward the vanished sun. Her hand brushed a pink peony, and satin petals moved against her fingertips.

				She waded through the bushes and tall flowers, careful not to crush a single stalk under her sneakers. When she arrived at the servants’ quarters, a woman who must have been Tabia, the Ahmed’s cook, was leaving the house through the back door with a basket on one arm. From stories, Zahra knew that Tabia was rude, insolent, and often quick-tempered, but she made the best meat dishes in all of Cairo. Once the cook took a few steps into a ray of sunlight, she stretched her arms out wide as though she wanted to capture the sun in her basket and cook it for dinner, and her narrow eyes squinted even farther in the light. An apron halved her body, her stomach bulging over the tight strings and jigging as she walked towards the garden to collect herbs for the evening meal. Tabia hummed an Umm Kulthum song, her voice no match for the melody of the Kawkab al-Sharq or Star of the East. Under the squealing that sounded nothing like the singer, Zahra ran for the door. She remembered as she flew through the trees that Umm Kulthum’s father had once dressed her up as a boy to allow her to perform with a troupe under his direction, but the fact flew out of her mind as quickly as it came once the air conditioning caressed her sweaty skin.

				The Ahmeds’ kitchen rivaled that of the president himself, with large pans hanging on three of the four walls like portholes on the side of a ship and a set of butcher’s knives on the fourth wall. On the huge wooden table in the center of the room was an assortment of vegetables, shiny tomatoes, thick-skinned cucumbers, and a newly beheaded chicken lying spread-eagle in the center of Tabia’s workstation. A sauce boiled on the stove, some kind of meat stock reduction, and Zahra paused to smell the aroma that steamed from the lid. Maybe someday they would all eat together around the extravagant dining room table with Tabia serving Zahra from china that had been in the family for generations… Wishful thinking, and Zahra urged her body away from the smell and toward the main quarters.

			

			
				She listened at the door and prayed that Mrs. Ahmed was sewing or reading in one of the rooms far away from the stairs. Then she pushed the door with all of her might, the way she wanted to push the idea of a unified family from her thoughts, and caused the door to smash into the wall, creating a sound so loud the neighbors could have heard it from their pool chairs. Her pulse raced, and again she began to sweat, but no one came to investigate, not even Ali or Jamila.

				Determined to reach her goal, Zahra walked through the door, closed it softly behind her, and followed the hallway in the echo of kitchen light. A step away from the first stair, her hand already stretching for the railing, someone spoke behind her.

				“Zahra?”

				Impossible, yet she knew before she turned around that it was Miriam’s voice. Zahra turned slowly on her heels to see a circle of the Ahmeds and her parents sitting around a tray of hot tea, the cups held in mid-air by arms frozen, like plastic dolls, by shock. Miriam and Muhammad wore their finest dress and suit, the clothes they reserved for weddings and funerals, and the Ahmeds both wore light cotton pants. For one moment, her parents must have reveled in their glimpse of high society, the thrill of a servant’s assistance. She had shattered their perfect moment the minute she walked in the room. When no one moved, Zahra brushed the dirt from her jeans, rearranged the folds of her hijab, and shifted her weight.

				Muhammad moved first. He scratched his bald head, tilted his face to one side, and startled her with a laugh. The other adults turned to stare at him, and then they began to laugh, too, a chorus of giggles and snickers that made Zahra look behind her for the joke.

				“Zahra never enjoys being left out.” He slapped his knee. “She must get that from her mother’s side of the family, adventurous villagers from the South. God-fearing villagers.”

				“Ever since she was a child,” Miriam said, “Zahra has stayed with us, preferring to spend her weekends at home instead of out with the other trouble-causing children her age. She helps me make every meal, and all of my neighbors always tell me how lucky I am to have such a devoted daughter!” None of what Miriam said was true, and a second wave of panic set in.

				“Ali! Jamila!” Mrs. Ahmed shouted suddenly. “Come on down.”

				Oh, God, Zahra prayed, please save me. They know! We’ll both be punished, and worse, separated forever.


			

			
				A montage of memories—kisses in the dark of night, secrets whispered beneath bed sheets—faded into two words: save us.

				The two siblings appeared at the same time.

				“I believe you know my son, Ali,” Mr. Ahmed said, and again, all of the parents laughed.

				“Yes. Hello, Ali.”

				Ali looked at her, her grass-stained shoes and disheveled clothes, and his face expressed a mild horror. Then he looked away. In his pressed polo shirt and fitted jeans, he was perfect, a mannequin, with his short hair pressed against his head in a smear of gel. Zahra lowered her gaze. Ali had taken the time to put on his best loafers, as though preparing for a TV interview.

				“I’m sure you’re wondering why we laughed when you stumbled in here looking like a homeless woman,” Mrs. Ahmed said. “We didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just obvious that you care for Ali, and you happened to sneak into our house during the negotiations for your marriage! Your appearance here settles the matter. We have your consent!”

				Zahra’s entire body went numb. Her limbs wanted to stop holding her up, her eyelids wanted to close to take her away from the scene of the happy in-laws, her mouth wanted to drop and protest their decision. Instead, she said nothing. Her gaze moved to Ali, who smiled and politely told his parents how happy he was though he lied through his teeth. Zahra kept her attention on him because she couldn’t stand to look at her.

				Then she forced herself to look. Jamila smiled, but her lips stayed up as if on two meat hooks of obligation. Her hijab barely hid her long black hair, strands like the silk of the petals so recently pressed against Zahra’s skin, strands that Zahra wrapped around her hand and pulled when they were alone. She wanted to kiss those lips and release them, to whisper that everything would be all right, but then again, neither of them would have believed it.

				“Look, she’s so happy she’s crying!” Muhammad exclaimed.

				Jamila turned to look at her. Just like the first time, slowly, purposefully, at the back table of the library where Zahra had found her every day, only now her wide eyes blurred with tears.

				“They will be so happy together,” Zahra’s mother said.

				All of the nights they had shared crossed between them in that last look. Nights they could not sleep for fear of losing one moment, a shore leave they spent lying behind Jamila’s white bed curtain, talking about a future they would never share.

			

			
				“Insha Allah,” Zahra whispered.

				The others murmured the same words.

				This time, however, Zahra did not mean them.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 2

				Cairo, May 2010

				Aisha woke when the man next to her leaned close and asked the stewardess about the arrival time. The dark night was spotted with reading light stars. The passengers had just been served what passed as meatloaf but really looked like a dead animal carcass, and the stink of meat corrupted whatever clean air remained between the fried chicken tubs, sandwich wrappers, sneezing children, and sanitizer emanating from every surface of British Airways Flight 991.

				After opening the silverware packet that lacked a knife and slicing the plastic wrap that protected the meal with a spork, Aisha took a bite and tasted the watery sauce that drowned the soggy log. She was horrified to see a piece of pink meat that resembled swine flesh hiding between vegetable chunks, and she spit the bite into her napkin. Pork was a haram food, a forbidden dish that she could not cleanse from her palate with a simple swish of water. The bite was an act that had made her unclean just an hour before her first steps in Egypt—at least she had not swallowed it.

				“Excuse me,” she said to the gentleman next to her, an American who wore a yellow jacket and white shirt unbuttoned at the top with a silver chain around his neck. “Is this thing made of pork?”

				He stared at her above the thick black frames of his glasses. “You’ve never had meatloaf?”

				“My mother doesn’t really cook American foods.”

				“Yes, there’s pork in it.”

				Aisha crumpled the napkin wet with chewed loaf and threw it on her tray. She pushed the entire meal as far as it could go on the fold-out table.

				“Muslim?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I asked if you were a Muslim. If you are, why aren’t you wearing one of those scarf things?”

				Don’t do it, don’t say anything. Just let it go and pretend to fall asleep. You’re on an airplane, so if you make a scene, everyone will panic. “Are you a Christian?”

				“Of course. I’m American.”

				“Oh, right, I forgot they assigned a religion when your immigrant ancestors stepped off their boats.” Rage lit inside her belly, a ball of fire that lived between her ribs and pulsed with every angry breath. She gripped the zipper of her leather jacket and let the prongs dig deep in her skin. Her mother would have told her to let it go, that he just did not understand, but her mother was not there. After the unwarranted search at the airport and sidelong glances from the receptionist in Washington when Aisha had asked for a halal meal, she was ready for a fight.

			

			
				The older man said nothing. She surveyed his open carry-on. He had an extra Hawaiian shirt, two pairs of expensive sunglasses, and a few non-fiction books about the economy with titles such as Where Did Our Jobs Go?

				In her head, she continued the tirade: Let me guess, you’re off to a resort? I’ll even go so far as to guess Sharm El Sheikh, something all-inclusive where you can avoid the locals and revel in American mixed drinks and literature that will soothe your fears about the world’s powerhouse losing all of its money. Just a tip, a favor for every American who will visit this country after you: don’t make us all look like ignorant assholes.


				She turned back to the chair head in front of her and began to count down the minutes left until they landed, still seething.

				The man smiled and leaned in close again. “You’re incredible.”

				“What?”

				“You’re spicy. I like that in a woman.”

				This man was at least ten years older than her. Even without his orange tan and expensive chain, she would still not have been interested. He put his face closer to hers, probably smelling the scented oils her mother had rubbed onto her skin before she left. Aisha leaned back into the aisle. Even in ratty black jeans and an AC/DC T-shirt, men still noticed her. Thank God she had not worn the purple dress her mother bought for her first day in Egypt.

				“I thought all Muslim women were shy and obedient, but you know how to speak your mind.” He smiled, revealing whitened teeth with a piece of parsley stuck between the front two. “Listen, I’ll be in Cairo for a few days. Do you want to get a drink?”

				Aisha moved her face towards his quickly, and he sat back in his seat. “I’m only going to tell you this once: you talk to me one more time and I’ll report you as soon as I get off the plane. And since you don’t speak Arabic or know anything about our culture, if there’s no proper translator on hand, you’re going to have to wait in a room by yourself until they find one and by then you’ll miss your bus to your resort.”

			

			
				She invented most of this story, but he believed her. His face turned red, and his hands jittered nervously in his lap.

				“Do I make myself clear?” she asked.

				He nodded and for the rest of the flight, Aisha enjoyed the beautiful quiet of the plane as they sailed over the desert path to Cairo.

				[image: sb-01.png]


				At Cairo International Airport, no one waited by the luggage holding a sign with Aisha’s name on it or ran to her with open arms and comments of how big she had gotten. She grabbed her suitcase—a small black bag, the same one her mother had used more than twenty years ago—and hauled it to a conspicuous spot near a pillar by the front door. For the first hour she stood, her shoulder against the cold concrete, and watched the foreigners find cabbies and returning citizens find families who cheered when the family member walked through the door. When no one claimed her, an orphan in a foreign city, she sank onto the bag and let her eyelids droop. Better not to see the stares of airport personnel who tried to place her. They stared too long at the olive skin and wavy black hair that marked her as Arab and wondered about her American attire.

				She woke to the sound of chatter above her head and the subconscious awareness of shadows moving too close to her face. Some of the dialogue translated, while other words disappeared like ink on wet paper.

				“Naam, Miriam, heya Aisha.”

				“It can’t be!”

				“She’s the spitting image of her mother. Look at those ears!”

				“How can you see a thing under all of those ridiculous earrings?”

				“It’s her. I’d recognize this woman anywhere.”

				Two heads loomed over Aisha as she opened her eyes and turned toward the speakers. Through the post-sleep blur, she could make out only the nearest figure—a short, elderly woman with Aisha’s round face and lips pressed in a frown. Then her grandfather came into focus. He had a long face, light skin, and brown eyes flecked with hazel like his daughter.

				“I’m Aisha.” She spoke in Arabic—the language she had grown up only hearing in whispers from her mother when they were alone. In college, she’d had to study the language to learn how to speak fluently.

				As she reached her full height of six feet, Miriam gaped up at her and whispered, “Yadi el-Fdihah.” Oh, my God.

			

			
				Miriam’s focus flickered between the piercings, T-shirt, ripped jeans, and bobbed hair, then back to the piercings again. Then she tugged at Muhammad’s arm. “Muhammad, what are the neighbors going to say?”


				“She speaks Arabic!” he scolded her.

				“Oh, yes, I forgot.” She sighed and then whispered, “But she has an accent.” She smiled innocently at Aisha and hugged her. “We have to get her home and clean her up before anyone sees her.”

				Muhammad shook his head. He smiled apologetically when he and Aisha locked gazes. Miriam waved to Aisha’s luggage so Muhammad could pick it up, but Aisha grabbed for it first.

				“Let him get it.” Miriam started walking away. “He likes to pretend he’s young again.”

				Even though her grandfather was more than seventy years old, he tugged the strap from her. She surrendered the bag so she did not insult him.

				Within seconds, a cabbie sped to the curb, and Miriam herded Aisha into the back. Miriam negotiated a price with the driver, a man with a beard shadow who looked like he had not slept in weeks.

				“There’s no seatbelt,” Aisha said.

				Miriam made a tsk sound that could mean anything, and the cab driver left the second busiest airport in Africa. Within minutes, they merged onto Al-Orouba Road, a highway leading away from Heliopolis and towards her grandparents’ apartment. Aisha noted with panic that the gray expanse in front of them had no lanes. Four rows of cars and trucks moved like bees on honeycomb, weaving between each other. The drivers honked and gave hand signals out of windows that meant I’m changing lanes or No you’re not, I’m cutting you off. The entire school of cars moved at fifty miles an hour, even as people ran across the highway. Over the sound of the city, an Arabic love song crooned through the speakers by Aisha’s head.

				Though she spent the trip in prayer, her grandparents sat unfazed, staring out the windows on either side of her. Afterwards, Aisha realized they had sat that way to protect her in case of an accident. They soon arrived at an unmarked apartment building on a street without visible signs, the homes like two waves in Musa’s parting of the sea.

				“Drop us off behind the building, at the back door,” Miriam said.

				“Why?” Muhammad asked. “We’re right in front of the entrance.”

				“Don’t ask so many questions.”

				The cab driver took them to the less conspicuous back entrance where they could avoid any neighbors’ prying eyes.

			

			
				Muhammad paid the cabbie and took Aisha’s bags from the back. Miriam got out with Aisha and gasped when she saw that her granddaughter’s shirt had ridden up to reveal her midriff. She tugged at the rough cloth, and the shirt slipped to reveal a part of Aisha’s pale chest, the top of a black lace bra peeking out above the lightning bolt like a black sunrise.

				“I give up.” She raised her gaze to Allah. “Let’s just get inside.”

				Muhammad lugged the suitcase up the flight of stairs to the front door, scraping the hull of the bag against every step.

				“Should I help him?”

				“Don’t bother.” Miriam unlocked the front door. “In Egypt, the men carry the bags.”

				The hallway was dim, and if not for Miriam’s shriek, Aisha would not have seen the orange plastic ball careening towards her head. She ducked, and the toy sailed past her temple. Two sheepish little boys, about four and five years old with dirt smudges on their legs and the remains of ice cream bars on their shirts, appeared from behind the stairwell.

				“Hello,” Aisha accidentally said in English.

				The youngest of the two boys scrunched his pudgy face and retreated behind his older brother.

				“Hel-lo!” The older boy puffed his chest in pride and stuck out his hand. Aisha took it in hers. The leftover chocolate fused their hands like glue. “My name Madi.” He rolled each word in his mouth like a piece of gum.

				“Aisha.” She pointed to herself.

				“Salam wa aleikum.”

				“Wa aleikum ah salam.”

				Miriam pushed past the children, shooing them like chickens after a feeding. They both waved before disappearing into a hallway that led to the first floor of apartments. As Aisha and her grandparents waited for the elevator, the patter of their feet echoed like thunder up and down the halls.

				The elevator was old, the kind with a rusted gate as the door. Prayer music played in the background as they ascended to the sixth floor. The voice reminded her of a genie, trapped for all of eternity inside a shaky elevator chanting the Quran day in and day out. When they left the voice behind, they came to a door covered in evil eye charms to ward off bad spirits and a welcome mat that seemed like it had touched the feet of visitors for more than thirty years.

				Muhammad opened the door to what looked like an Aztec temple. Aisha dropped her purse by the door and slipped out of her shoes, hypnotized by the flashes of gold that surrounded her. The picture frames and clocks sparkled like sunlight on a pond. Each of the dining room chairs had threads of gold intertwined in their yellow weaves, and the golden wood shed specks that fell through the beams of light like dust. Aisha put out her hand to catch a piece on her palm.

			

			
				“It’s beautiful,” Aisha whispered. She noticed only one picture on the wall—two girls with their arms around each other, both grinning gap-toothed smiles. She walked to the glass and touched the face of the younger girl. “Hi, Ummi.”

				Her grandmother’s eyes watered at the word. “It’s strange to hear you call her that.” Miriam looked at the picture of Zahra and Suma, two sisters separated by an ocean. “She’s still a girl to me.”

				Aisha’s grandfather showed her to her room, the last time he would enter the private space until she left—men and women did not share even the intimate spaces of their homes. Her room was one of two bedrooms down a short hallway on the left.

				She could hear her grandmother starting tea in the kitchen.

				“One last thing, Aisha,” her mother had told her as she served Aisha a fourth cup of tea on the day before she left, “you will never drink so much tea in your life.”

				“Let us know if you need anything,” her grandfather said—the most words he had gotten out all day. “Feel free to go to sleep. It’s been a long journey.” He stood at the door for a minute. “I’m glad you came.”

				Before she could respond, he disappeared.

				Aisha opened her purse, a leather bag with studs on the strap, and took out a plain manila envelope with the word Jamila on the front. She smelled the paper which held a hint of jasmine from her mother’s bureau, and then hid it on the top shelf of the large wooden wardrobe nearby. The envelope was a secret added on top of all of the others, stacked like a house of cards, and she had to be careful not to rock the fragile frame of her carefully constructed lies.

			

		

	
		
			
                
				Chapter 3

				Cairo, August 1986

				The wedding plans moved quickly. Though Zahra did not involve herself in the day-to-day planning, she became a doll dragged from house to house, pushed and prodded by fawning relatives. Her body numbed, keeping her silent and obedient. One afternoon, she watched hot tea burn her hand into a blistery redness without feeling anything.

				Miriam dressed Zahra like one might dress a child: slowly, murmuring encouragement as first one arm and then the other slipped into a new blouse. She brushed Zahra’s long brown hair with a gold-plated comb, an early wedding present from Mrs. Ahmed, and every rake of the gaudy tool felt like razors on her skin. With black eyeliner and brown shadows, blood-red lipstick, and blush to cover the ashen color of her face, Miriam painted Zahra into a happy bride every afternoon.

				Cover me up, Zahra thought as Miriam tickled her lids with a soft sable brush. Shroud me in color so they won’t see through me.


				For the first time since Zahra was twelve, her mother insisted on wrapping her hijab. Miriam cocooned her in new flower prints and silk solids, mirroring designs she cut from bridal magazines. Her fingers crawled like ant legs on Zahra’s scalp as they massaged oils into her hair and brushed against her exposed neck. The layers upon layers of fabric weighed Zahra’s head down through the many teas and dinners she attended, the heaviness of material like the weight she carried inside her. At the end of the night Zahra pulled the pins from her hair like splinters, sometimes running the warm metal along the pad of her fingers until she felt a sharp pinch.

				Guests paraded in and out of her parents’ living room. Old women brought homemade Qatayef, dumplings bursting with sweet custard and nuts that softened in the cream. Her father’s friends traded Marlboros, tobacco their relatives had brought back from America. Neighbors presented boxes of fresh fruit, oranges that dripped juice down her parents’ hands as they separated the quarters to serve the next batch of well-wishers that swarmed the house like mosquitoes on a warm night, buzzing against the window to glimpse the future bride.

				Her heart vibrated faster as Miriam served tea, using whichever empty cups were left from the last visitors, and Muhammad told the story of her engagement, exaggerating whichever parts sounded less dramatic. Miriam distributed china plates topped with Umm Ali she had baked that morning, blushing with pleasure as the women complimented her bread pudding; she passed cloth napkins decorated with careful needlework she had sewn that week, shrugging with modesty as the ladies admired her craft.

			

			
				Weeks passed this way.

				One night Zahra woke with the shadows of three a.m., drenched again, but this time in the sweat of fear. She had dreamed of Ali. His strong hands had squeezed her throat and her back had pressed against a cold wall, while his brown eyes burned through her to the heart that beat with love for his sister. As Zahra tried to breathe, she listened to the clocks in the living room tick-tick-ticking the seconds of her time left as a single woman, as herself. Then she rose. She felt around in her drawers for a long-sleeved shirt and jeans, pulled a hijab around her head and secured it at the chin with a single pin, and tiptoed out the front door.

				Following the same route, recognizable again in the darkness, Zahra climbed the Ahmeds’ wall. She located the key Jamila left under a rock in her backyard and hurried up the stairs of a house as familiar to her as her own, not pausing this time to listen for Mrs. Ahmed or Ali. At the white door with purple flowers sketched along the border, she traced her finger along the letters of Jamila’s name. Once, when she had asked Jamila why everything in her room was white, Jamila replied by saying that white was her favorite color.

				“White isn’t really a color,” Zahra said. “There are so many beautiful colors to choose from, why would you choose the one that doesn’t count?”

				“Sometimes, the things that don’t count are the most beautiful of all.”

				Zahra had made only one request about her wedding: no white. No white candles burning on top of white tablecloths, no white flowers wrapped in white satin strings, and no white dress dragging behind her as she entered the hotel ballroom.

				Jamila’s bedroom was shadowed, but through the white, translucent canopy, Zahra saw her lover wrapped in a white sheet. Jamila’s back faced the door, but even so, Zahra could tell that she was awake and staring out the window. Zahra drew the canopy back and rested on the bed, lightly putting one hand on the soft cotton. Jamila’s eyes opened and she began to cry tears that Zahra wiped from her round cheek as they ran like raindrops on a waxed leaf. Finally, Jamila unwrapped the sheet and pulled Zahra to her, and the sudden warmth of Jamila’s body melted the parts of Zahra that had frozen over the past few weeks. Jamila’s long black hair intertwined with Zahra’s lighter hair like two crossed fingers.

			

			
				“It’s going to be fine. You’re going to be fine,” Jamila whispered.

				Zahra clung to her waist. “How?”

				“I don’t know.”

				Zahra pictured Ali’s hairy chest against her cheek instead of Jamila’s softness, and she felt sick to her stomach. “I can’t do it. I won’t.” She wanted Jamila to make her swear she wouldn’t marry Ali, to grab her and shake her and force her to stop the wedding somehow, but Zahra knew her better.

				“Insha Allah,” Jamila said. “We’ll see. Just remember that I love you. No matter what happens.” The words lingered like the sweetness of sugar gathered at the bottom of a cup.

				“I love you, too,” Zahra whispered.

				Eventually Jamila’s muscles relaxed and her head fell on Zahra’s. Her breathing slowed, and Zahra envied her peaceful sleep. She took in every inch of Jamila, though she knew Jamila’s body from memory—the smooth skin of her forearms interrupted by a scar from an oven, the dip of her collarbone under her nightgown, and the three-inch length of legs past Zahra’s under the sheets. She knew the pattern of the freckles on Jamila’s arms, hidden in the dark of her skin and hair to everyone except her lover. In the dark of night, Jamila’s body became an extension of Zahra’s own, and disentangling the two was like ripping a shadow from its original form. Finally, when the clock flashed six a.m., Zahra snuck out of the room with new resolve.

				As Zahra approached her house, she saw a taxi parked by the sidewalk and a woman half inside the trunk trying to pull out a large suitcase.

				“Wait, let me help you,” Zahra said. As she stepped closer, something about the pleated yellow blouse seemed familiar. When she saw the black clogs that her sister insisted on wearing, she knew for sure. “Suma?”

				“Zahra?” Suma turned in the harsh streetlights’ glare.

				Against the sudden flash of light on Zahra’s dilated pupils, Suma looked like a double-exposed photograph. “What are you doing here? Mama and Baba said you wouldn’t be back for another week.”

				“Shush or you’ll wake up the whole neighborhood.” She embraced Zahra and pressed her lips against both of Zahra’s cheeks. “I thought my baby sister might need some support.”

				Zahra dragged Suma’s bag upstairs quietly so they would not wake the neighbors, then put a kettle on for chai. Her sister collapsed in the empty chair the family still considered hers though she had been at school for years. She looked unusually tired, slouched against the hard wooden back. Neither of them wanted to bring their mother running, so they whispered and moved in half measure. As Zahra placed the empty mugs down, she noticed that Suma’s trademark blue eyes were gray with dark circles under them like bruised fruit. Strands of frizzy brown hair wisped from her hairline, and a surprising amount of new weight hugged her midsection.

			

			
				“You look tired,” Zahra said softly. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

				“It’s your wedding…I can’t stop thinking about it, no matter how hard I try. Do you really love Ali?”

				They had always been like two minds in the same body—Suma the studious half, always with a book in hand and glasses perched on her wide nose, and Zahra the adventurous side, always causing trouble. Yet neither was balanced without the other. As young girls, they had often crawled into the same bed once Miriam turned out the lights, whispering secrets about Suma’s crushes or Zahra’s skipped classes. They would wake up each morning curled together like kittens, their shared diary between them. Zahra knew she could not lie to her sister.

				“Do you remember much about him?” Zahra asked, trying to buy time until she could work up the courage to tell her sister that she could not marry Ali. Could Suma possibly know about Jamila?

				“Even in elementary school he was pompous and arrogant, with a king’s mentality. When I heard you accepted his offer I was shocked. Then I realized they must have told you why.”

				“Told me why what?” Panic bred in Zahra’s belly, but she tried to contain it by reminding herself of her promise to Jamila.

				Suma blushed. Something lurked behind her eyes, and despite the heat, Zahra felt a chill brush over her arms.

				“No, of course they didn’t tell you,” Suma said, “because that would have been the right thing to do. Mama and Baba seem to keep their own little accounting system of right and wrong. They think that because your engagement made Khalid’s family notice me and suddenly want me as his bride, it justifies their deception. But they’re wrong.”

				“What does my wedding have to do with you and your boyfriend? Why is our marriage so urgent?”

				Suma’s hand drifted from the table to her stomach and cupped her new pouch. She seemed to draw strength from the contact. Zahra thought about their clasped, childish hands now replaced by the hands of a mother and child.

			

			
				When Zahra was a young girl, she had spent the hours after school collecting dolls that she found beautiful, rows of little faces that waited for her like schoolchildren in lunch lines, and deconstructing their parts. After she cut their hair and ripped the gowns from their smooth bodies, she piled their torsos, as round as hills, into ranges that dwarfed the arm and leg piles. The piles served as the start of her new creations, new dolls that she built exactly to her liking. She glued bristles of hair to their bald heads, capped their little feet with high heels, and covered their private parts with silk. These girls became her treasures as, day after day, she obsessed over the many permutations of her Frankenstein princesses. One day she grabbed whoever was closest, the flower she favored above all of the others scattered on the scratched wooden floor, and kissed her plastic smile. Zahra was captivated as she tried to imagine the heat that would transfer to her own pink parted lips, to feel the desire that emanated from the sun inside of her eclipsed by the cool white moon of her partner. When her sister walked in their bedroom a few minutes later, Zahra experienced a second gravitational collapse.

				Though she had eventually outgrown her dolls, the kiss lingered for years in the back of her mind. In middle school, Suma caught her in the younger children’s playground tubes with an upperclassman named Rita whose parents worked for the American embassy. When Rita first arrived, the older boys had called her a lady lover because she espoused watered-down feminist theories and used them to craft intelligent insults. The boys had pulled her exposed black hair and thrown food at her during class, until the day she turned around and punched one of them in the gut so hard he missed school for a week. Then they called her Rita Ragul, or Rita Man, though they stopped coming within hitting range.

				Rita had been Zahra’s real-life doll, albeit an angry doll. Zahra tracked her to the playground every day until Rita confronted her.

				“Can I help you?”

				“I…uh…” Zahra had sputtered.

				Rita looked at her more closely.

				“It was great what you did to that guy who made fun of you. I wish I was like that.”

				Rita stepped closer, then put her arm around Zahra and pulled her close so their heads touched. She smelled like tobacco and the spiced chicken they’d had for lunch. “You’ll never be like that.”

				“Oh.”

			

			
				Rita took Zahra’s hand and led her to the playground where they sat. She told Zahra about her American mother and the strange foods she cooked, like pasta mixed with cheese. As they stared at the empty parking lot, Rita’s fingers crept to Zahra’s knee and relaxed there. Zahra’s leg looked so small in Rita’s strong hand, a child’s leg, and Zahra relaxed her muscles so it pressed on Rita’s warm side.

				“Zahra, we have to get home,” came a voice from outside the tube.

				When Zahra crawled out, Suma looked furious.

				“Why don’t you let me walk her home?” Rita asked.

				Suma pulled her sister by the elbow before Zahra could speak. When Zahra glanced back, Rita stood in the middle of the soccer field, watching them walk away with an expression on her face that Zahra couldn’t read. Years later, she would see Jamila make the same face on nights like this one, the slow sinking of the muscles, and would know that she would probably never see her again.

				“His parents wouldn’t approve the marriage otherwise, and naturally we couldn’t tell them about the baby.”

				The teakettle whistled but Zahra stayed in her chair, frozen.

				“By getting engaged to an Ahmed, you got them to take an interest in a middle-class girl from the wrong part of the city. By the time they find out the truth about the pregnancy, it’ll be too late. Besides, the Ahmeds would never admit to taking money from us after losing so much of their own savings on a few bad business deals. We could pay them to accept you as Ali’s bride and trust them to keep it quiet. Khalid’s parents would have spread the news of our offer across the city.”

				The pot screamed like the insolent cries of a child. Finally, Zahra regained strength in her legs and walked to the stove. She swirled the tea into the hot water and watched the black pieces color the liquid and then sink to the bottom. Zahra divided the tea into two mugs, pouring more into Suma’s so it almost overflowed. She walked them to the table, careful not to spill, and sat down to finish what her sister had started.

				“How much money?”

				“Everything.”

				Suma put her hand back on the yellow cotton, the thin layer between Zahra and the embryo that decided everything.

				I can’t do it, Zahra wanted to scream. I can’t sacrifice everything I care about for you!


			

			
				Yet the child was innocent, floating in its protective sack. Even if she refused, her family would still marry her off. Suma and Khalid would lose their honor, and their bastard child would live a life of shame.

				“I had planned on calling the wedding off, but if I agree, will you promise to do one thing for me?” Zahra asked. The cold returned, the infection now in her heart. She froze its beat and focused on the business at hand.

				“Anything.”

				She thought of Rita’s words, so long ago and yet so fresh in her mind: you’ll never be like that. But perhaps, in America, she could be. She could escape the pain of living so close to Jamila without being able to see her, cast off the obligations of family and friends, erase the memories of her nights in the white-curtained bedroom. She could be reborn.

				“I want to go to America as soon as I’m married.”

				“Are you insane? Mama and Baba will never allow it.”

				“Then make them. Ali didn’t get into a good college, so what harm could a little travel do him? Besides, he already has a cousin in America somewhere… We could live with him.”

				Suma seemed to examine Zahra’s eyes for a trace of the little girl she had shared a diary with years ago. But that girl floated, frozen, farther and farther away from the light. For the first time, Zahra felt older than her sister.

				“Why?”

				“Does it matter?”

				“It matters to me,” Suma said.

				Zahra imagined the dolls marched on the table between them, their patchwork faces turned down. Each of them was a question, the one Suma wouldn’t ask but needed to know, the one Zahra had seen in her sister’s face the day she found Zahra and Rita alone on the playground.

				“Is there any other way for you to be with Khalid, have your baby, and maintain our family’s honor?” Zahra asked.

				“No, I guess not—”

				“Then does it matter?”

				Suma breathed a little sigh, like the inhale of her baby’s lungs on its first desperate gulp of air, the first breath that Zahra would not be there to see. “No.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 4

				Cairo, May 2010

				Most Egyptians slept late—perhaps a remnant of the days before air conditioning or a habit from the south—but on Aisha’s first morning in Cairo, her grandmother knocked on her door at nine in the morning and practically dragged her into the kitchen. Miriam had already boiled milk for Nescafe and laid out three cups of the steaming mixture. The color was of smog, but it tasted sweet on Aisha’s palate after years of American coffee. Miriam had also gone as far as to select three butter cookies with flecks of chocolate for Aisha’s breakfast. Muhammad already sat at the table, and his eyes flickered briefly to acknowledge Aisha before returning to the newspaper spread out in front of him. He reached a hand out like a blind beggar and felt the edge of his plate until he fingered a rough biscuit, then broke off a piece with two long fingers and pulled it around the sheets and into his mouth, where he crunched the hard bread into crumbs. Every so often, she heard a few drop from his mouth and roll down the paper like children on a slide, from which they plopped on the floor and her grandmother swept them up with a napkin.

				Miriam ate carefully, only selecting the smallest cookies from the plate. She watched Aisha instead of her own hands, and even as she sipped from her cup, her eyes were visible over the rim like two suns rising on the horizon. Aisha suspected her grandmother feared letting her out of sight, not trusting even the few seconds it might take her to drink. Who knew what Aisha might do to jeopardize the family name, even in the confines of the kitchen?

				After filling up on cookies, Miriam said something to Muhammad about going across the street and practically yanked Aisha out of her chair.

				“Where are we going?” Aisha asked.

				Miriam placed Aisha’s shoes in front of her feet. “Out.”

				Aisha paused on the apartment threshold, wondering if she should speak up. Her mother had warned her about Miriam, saying that Aisha might be twenty-two in America, but in Cairo any unmarried woman was treated like a young girl.

				“My mother is a leopard,” Zahra had said. “She waits in the low grass until you come close and then pounces and kills in seconds. When your actions please her, she will embrace you, showing her underside; when it is time for her to eat and her tail goes down, there won’t be time to run. She may be an old woman now, but don’t let her appearance fool you.”

			

			
				“I’m a leopard, too,” Aisha said.

				Her mother had only laughed. “No, my sweet Aisha, you’re a tawoos, a peacock. All your fight is in your feathers.”

				Aisha tried to speak as Miriam shoved her out the door, but the words stuck in her throat. Her mother’s voice whispered warnings in her ear, but the prospect of a family, a real family, was too strong for Aisha to ignore. She was tired of fighting for her mother, for herself, and for her faith. For the first time, she dropped her sword and put her hands in the air.

				When they arrived at the street, Aisha realized why her grandmother had woken her so early. The road was empty, so no one would see Aisha before Miriam had a chance to fix her up. Every time they rounded a corner, Miriam peered around the concrete walls as if to make sure no one she knew lurked around the bend.

				In one of the alleys, a man sat on a plastic tub next to his produce stand. He looked at the pair nonchalantly at first, but when they came within hearing distance his back straightened like a soldier at attention. By the time he rose to greet them, he had a smile on his face and a ripe banana in his hand. The perfect crescent of his lips was disturbed by his rotting teeth.

				“Misses, you buy?” he asked Aisha in a very rough attempt at a British accent. “Banana, you buy?”

				Aisha began to politely refuse, but before the words left her mouth Miriam launched into a tirade that sent the man back to his cart like a scolded dog.

				“You have to be firm,” her grandmother told Aisha in a loud voice.

				Again, Aisha heard Zahra’s echoed warning as she peeked over her shoulder. The man watched them walk away from a safe perch on his tub and scowled. They continued to the end of the thin alley, then crept along the edge of the building to the front door of an apartment and walked inside. The front entrance was dark and cool after the already warm morning air. Because no lights illuminated the stone floor and concrete walls, the place reminded Aisha of a tomb.

				“I thought we were going shopping,” Aisha whispered to her grandmother.

				Miriam feigned ignorance until they reached the elevator and ascended. “You are going shopping. I just figured you would rather go with a friend than an old woman, isn’t that right?”

			

			
				“But I don’t have any friends here.”

				“Naam, aindaki esdica,” she said. You have friends. “Don’t be silly. Come, we’re late.”

				Miriam knocked only once and then entered an apartment. Aisha smelled a mixture of cigarettes and spice coming from the kitchen. The woman who greeted them was in her seventies. Judging by the way they embraced and kissed, Aisha determined the woman was a friend of Miriam’s. She was taller and thinner than Miriam and wore a pair of stylish cotton pants and a matching tunic. Her long gray hair fell in a rope down her back, almost angelic in combination with her white shirt.

				“Maha, this is my granddaughter, the American one I told you about. Aisha, this is my closest friend.”

				The woman examined Aisha from head to toe. “It’s worse than you said over the phone. I’m glad you came to me.”

				“Maha, I told you, she understands Arabic!” Miriam said, repeating Muhammad’s words from the day before.

				“Well, someone has to get through to her!”

				Maha walked around Aisha like she was a shaky column. Miriam walked counterclockwise to do the same. Aisha could see why they were best friends.

				“Let’s get Selma,” Maha said. “They can leave immediately. There is a lot of work to be done. Selma!”

				A short girl with a round, youthful face who looked about Aisha’s age appeared on cue from the back of the apartment. She wore a purple hijab with light purple butterflies that danced across the brow, a long-sleeved blouse, and dark-wash jeans. She took quick, fox-like steps that glided her to Aisha’s side in a matter of seconds. “Welcome to Egypt,” she said in slow Arabic, kissing Aisha on both cheeks the way their grandmothers had just kissed.

				Something seemed strange about her face, and only later Aisha realized that Selma had been biting her lips closed to keep from laughing.

				After she addressed Aisha, Selma turned to Miriam and hugged her. “Don’t worry, Aunt Miriam. I’ll take good care of her.”

				“Good luck,” Miriam volleyed back under her breath. Then, more loudly, “Get whatever she needs, and don’t worry about the expense. I know you’ll set an excellent example.”

				By the time they reached the street, Aisha could not hold her temper back any longer. Did they think she would just stand by as they dressed her like a doll? She may have wanted her grandmother’s acceptance, but not enough to surrender the independence she had earned every day for the past twenty-two years. All those mornings that she had pulled herself up on the kitchen counter so she could pack her own lunch. All those nights when she tucked herself in and sought a hug in the warmth of her blanket.

			

			
				Mom was right, Aisha thought. I do not belong in Cairo.

				“Don’t let it get to you,” Selma said as she put her arm through Aisha’s. “Trust me, you can’t change them, and trying will only make them send you home. There are other ways.” Selma led her to the main road and then flagged down an open buggy driven by a child no older than twelve. “My grandmother usually lives with my eldest uncle, but since he and his wife went on vacation, she’s been living with us.”

				She climbed in the buggy and motioned for Aisha to sit next to her on the small seat. Dust covered the child in front, who sat on the edge of the driver’s seat so he could reach the steering wheel and pedals.

				“The shopping district,” Selma yelled over the noise of the street.

				Before Aisha had time to look for a seatbelt, he had already pressed his tiny sandaled foot against the gas.

				“Let me tell you, I love her to death, but only when she’s at least half a city away.”

				Block after block of buildings went by, and Aisha listened to Selma’s voice twist and depart with the rush of wind flying past her ears. She caught one of every five words: “boyfriend…father…fight…shopping…and trust me.”

				The cab moved through traffic with jolts like a man learning to waltz for the first time. Aisha prayed this was not his first day on the job. Finally, they reached a main traffic circle, and the boy pulled over and waited for Selma to pay him. His hand clutched the piece of paper she dug out of her purse, two five-pound notes recognizable by their greenish blue color and the picture of Ahmed ebn Tolon Mosque on one side.

				After they jumped out, Selma linked arms again and led Aisha toward what looked like the central strip of retail stores and restaurants.

				“The quality won’t be what you Americans are used to, and everything is five times the price,” she warned.

				Selma pointed to a store in the distance. When Aisha squinted to see past the hot sun reflected in its windows, she saw a display of full-length skirts and models with covered heads.

				“We’re going in there. It’s the most expensive, yet modest, store in Cairo. Your grandmother will love everything we buy. But first, we’re going here.” She indicated a flight of steps leading down to a store hidden from street level. Sequins sparkled in the window like gems. “We need to get you some real clothes.”

			

			
				This facade has gone on long enough, Aisha thought. “I know you’re just trying to help, and I appreciate the effort, but I’m not wearing long skirts and scarves because my grandmother wants me to. I’m not that kind of girl.”

				Selma sighed and took Aisha’s face in her hand—obviously the idea of personal space did not exist in Cairo—and brought it very close to hers. “Listen to me, Aisha, I get it. You like your band T-shirts and safety pin pants. You take great pride in parading around in them. But here, freedom comes at a different price. If you don’t pretend to agree with your grandmother, she will watch you every second until you get back on that plane, but if you play along with her games, you’ll be free to move around the city however you please. And I’m the one who can help you, who can invite you over and sneak you out, who can show you the city, but you’re going to have to help me. Do you understand?”

				Aisha thought of Zahra, of the theater production of her mother’s life. Though Zahra had always told Aisha to stand up for her beliefs, Zahra actually followed Selma’s motto and not her own. If she had, the list of lies Aisha had to tell her grandparents would not have been so long. Up until this point, Aisha had played her part willingly—the daughter who became the fighter Zahra wished she had been in this same city. But maybe Selma spoke the truth. Maybe the price was too high.

				Three hours later, Aisha returned to her grandmother with two bags of conservative clothes and one double-bagged package of tank tops and short skirts hidden under a layer of plain fabric. When Miriam heard of Aisha’s plans to spend the night at Selma’s house, she looked so proud of herself that Aisha almost disobeyed Selma’s edict just to wipe the smirk off Miriam’s face.

				“She must not be so bad after all,” Maha whispered.

				Selma rolled her eyes in Aisha’s direction. “Tetta, for the last time, she speaks Arabic!”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 5

				Cairo, October 1986

				In the spirit of her upcoming trip, Miriam forced Zahra to wear an American-style wedding dress instead of the simple dress Zahra liked.

				“It’s cream,” Miriam insisted, “and it was expensive.”

				As Zahra stepped between the chatter of aunts, cousins, and friends, the dress waited on the other side of the room like a photonegative. If only she could have reached out her hand and broken the plastic film, she would have held her shadow heart in her hands.

				She entered the mouth of the dress and let the women lift it over her arms, the reflection swallowed in a swell of lava-like lace. Her family shackled her in pearl buttons and binding, the boning along her ribs like an exoskeleton, then covered her hair in a veil of yellow lace her grandmother had crocheted for her mother more than thirty years ago. She considered the mobility of the dress, the satin flats, the strength of the women between her and the nearest exit, but every scenario ended in her return.

				The women shared handkerchiefs on their way out the door, leaving her alone with only the doll in the mirror for company. She welcomed the silence. She wished she could disassemble herself, gore out her insides like the pit of a ripe mango and leave them with Jamila while her body crossed the ocean.

				There was a knock at the door, and then, like an apparition, she entered. Jamila was beautiful in a sky blue dress, like sunlight on the storm clouds of her olive complexion. Zahra waited for her to speak, to embrace her or scream at her or demand an explanation.

				But all Jamila said was, “It’s time.”

				“I’m so sorry. I have to tell you—”

				“It’s okay, I knew there had to be a reason. You made the right choice.”

				Jamila hovered a few feet away. Her whole body leaned toward Zahra like a papyrus reed swimming in the blue Nile water of her dress, but she did not embrace her. It was Zahra who broke first, who ran into Jamila’s arms and felt their comfort for the last time. Though Zahra tried to preserve the moment like a photograph, she could feel the edges already fading.

				“Don’t forget me,” Zahra whispered into the rough fabric since she could no longer say don’t ever leave me, but in a way she meant the same thing.

			

			
				“I won’t, I promise. No one will ever take your place.” They grasped hands, and even as Jamila led her to the door, Jamila kept her fingers tight on Zahra’s palm. “It’s time,” Jamila said again.

				Music from the band welcoming the new bride and groom to their party echoed into the hallway. Ali would be waiting on the other side of the door to extend his arm and take that same hand. His sweaty palm would burn on the sacred place of Jamila’s last touch. As Jamila opened the door and dropped her hand, Zahra reached deep inside herself for numbness and pulled it over her body like a blanket.

				It is said that the pains of birth, despite hovering on the brink of unbearable, are easily forgotten. During the hours which Zahra delivered her new self into the arms of a stranger, she slipped into a blank state in which everything passed by like scenery at night from a smudged car window. The zaffa drums and brass band that welcomed her into the hotel reception room sounded like distant thunder. The kisses of women and children that showered her cheeks felt like drops of rain on an already wet cheek.

				Ali and their fathers met at a table in the center of the room, and Zahra had her last distinct memory: when the sheik began to speak, Zahra turned to look at Jamila, one last time, as a free woman. The sun set behind Jamila, wrapping her in a warm coat of yellow light. Her blue hijab made her look like a cloud floating out of the reception hall. A single strand of brown hair dangled on her cheek. Zahra knew Jamila had put it there for her. A single tear fell from Jamila’s eye and as it hit her dress, it formed a dark spot like the one Zahra had cried on Jamila’s pillow just a few weeks before.

				Ali nudged her arm. She turned back as her father’s signature was signed quickly on the page like the outline of a rough wave. In just seconds, she belonged to a man she barely knew. She and Ali switched their rings to their left index fingers. The movement of the rings was as light as a kiss on her numb fingers. Ali pulled her to the kosha, a giant red sofa where her sister and friends waited in bright sequined dresses. When the women pulled Zahra to the dance floor to join the swirl of moving bodies circling counter-clockwise to the men, she did not protest.

				Once the sun began to peek the crown of its head over the crib of the horizon and once the first Clamorous Reed Warbler’s kereet-kereet whistled by her window like a high-pitched funeral bell, Zahra quietly left the apartment carrying whatever fit in her small suitcase. She left whatever had become a relic in the Zahra Ahmed mausoleum. Her mother, a sentry who guarded the building’s entrance, grazed her daughter’s hand—a limb that had been numb since her husband’s first touch. Her father sat in the car that served as her procession that would carry her to the airport.

			

			
				Muhammad drove Zahra and Ali through the quiet streets that lay head-to-head like sleeping soldiers while the shopkeepers dozed, pressed against their wives like two lips in a smile, and then they arrived at Ali’s house. Before her husband slid onto the seat next to her, in the hazy half-light that covered the car window like pollen, Zahra was a woman content to sit back and let Cairo fade behind her. Afterwards, while his scent emitted from the space beside her, after the remembered loss that scalded her fleshy insides like flames, she became a torch determined to burn and let Cairo char beneath her. Her glowing hand hovered out the window, and then she dropped the match. She would never see the city again.

				The airplane ride passed slowly. She and Ali did not speak, and Zahra pretended to sleep whenever she saw his eyes open. When Ali woke, he stuck headphones over his ears and listened to a tape recorder. Occasionally, the stewardess with pale skin and white blonde hair asked whether they wanted drinks. They struggled to communicate a juice or a cup of tea with broken English phrases and hand motions.

				“Maya,” Ali said twice before Zahra pointed to the bottle of water, Instead of thanking her, he stared out the porthole and brooded.

				Zahra said, “thank you,” and “please” over and over again to the woman, relishing the surprise in Ali’s eyes when she recalled a phrase from her middle school English classes. By the time they reached Washington, DC, the looks he gave her went from surprise to jealousy to anger like the changing colors of that same maya in the ocean. English sounded ugly rolling off his tongue, the way he chewed every word like gum and spit it onto his foldout tray, but Zahra loved the quietness of the language. In Arabic everything sounded angry, but in English she could hide how she felt.

				They moved in with Ali’s cousin Mahmoud, who picked them up in the Dulles International Airport in a dirty old car with ripped seats and a sagging roof cover. He said little to the relatives his parents had saddled him with. Their basement apartment below Mahmoud’s town house was damp and dark with small cockroaches that scurried around the kitchen. Copper water coated their shower in red rings.

				Mahmoud used the washer and dryer in their shoddy kitchen with one burner and a mini fridge, so Zahra had to wear her scarf and long sleeves at all times when not in their bedroom. He donated some furniture for them to use, a mattress placed on the floor and a dresser with one of the drawers missing, as well as a TV and VCR without their remotes. Ali’s face the first time they walked downstairs, the first time he realized how far from home he really was, brought a smile that Zahra quickly hid in a yawn. The cramped quarters did not bother her since her hopes had disappeared long before they reached America.

			

			
				Mahmoud made their first meal, three fish dishes with meat from his job as a local butcher. His wife lived like a queen in Cairo off the money he sent every month. The last time Zahra saw her, she had been dressed in a smart suit with gold bangles all the way up both of her arms. From the voices on the other end of the three phone calls he received during dinner, Mahmoud had been less than faithful. He served the head of the fish to Ali, one eyeball facing Zahra and the other floating downward into its soupy remains. Zahra tried not to gag.

				Despite Mahmoud’s religious beliefs, which he claimed Americans did not respect or understand, Mahmoud popped open a drink called a Budweiser. The smell of it overpowered the unfinished fish on Zahra’s plate. He bore a resemblance to Ali but was older, with streaks of white in his curly black hair instead of sunned brown highlights. He had extra weight around the once-chiseled chin, the result of his meat diet or the six-pack he downed in one sitting as he complained about his job. At the end of the meal, he sent them to the basement with a wink “to unpack” and spend their first night together. A few minutes later, Zahra heard heels click on their ceiling and the twinkle of a forced laugh.

				Zahra hid in the bathroom in the velvety green robe and black satin pajamas her mother had given her. She pressed her body against the sink, her face close to the mirror as she tried to hold down the panic that bucked like a wild horse in her chest. The little room was as weathered as her. Its tiles were chipped at the corners, and its sink was missing a handle. She leaned on the wall and felt strangely comforted with her back against the cold ceramic. The chill transferred from the spotted gray tile to her back and then down her spine to her legs—two disconnected, shimmery limbs—then back again. Her whole body tingled. She would offer herself as a sacrifice, like prey looking up the barrel of a hunter’s gun. She would simply lie back and let it happen, a house weathering a sand storm, and it would all be over soon.

				In the bedroom, Ali waited in his blue cotton boxers. Without his fitted clothes, he looked smaller somehow. His face wore a passionate look, but not the passion of Jamila’s kind face; hers had been a kind passion, while Ali’s gaze spoke of heaviness, hormones, and hunger. When Zahra reached the bed, Ali put his hands on her waist and pulled her to him. She stared at him. His body had so much hair that she wondered how he lived with it on his arms, chest, and below his underwear where she imagined more hair growing like moss. His olive skin almost shimmered from the slick sweat forming on his strong arms and torso, running to the tips of his hairs like bait on a line. Suddenly, she could not bear to have a piece of him inside of her.

			

			
				“Off!” She shoved him to the side and rolled out from beneath him.

				“What did you say to me?”

				“I don’t want to sleep with you tonight.” She pulled the green robe tighter around her waist, and hoped she would disappear into it like a magician.

				“You are my wife.” His eyebrows narrowed to surround his piercing black eyes. “You will do what I say.”

				“Not tonight.”

				He grabbed her arm, and this time she could not break free. “You are my woman now, do you understand? Mine.”

				“I will never belong to you.”

				He squeezed her arm tighter. She began to lose circulation. “You. Are. Mine.” He threw her back down and pulled off her pajama shirt, ripping off the tiny gray buttons and scattering them on the floor like the scattered breadcrumbs she prayed would lead her out of this hell. The rest of her clothes joined the buttons on the floor, empty of the girl who had worn them, just skins.

				Zahra said in English, “You are a pig.”

				Ali’s eyes widened. He must have realized her words were an insult, but did not know why. “Stop speaking that stupid language!” He pushed his blunt nails deep into her skin. Little bubbles of blood wet the tips, his fingers small murderers, and ran down her arms onto the sheet to mark her first night as a married woman.

				She struggled to find the words in English. They came all at once like rain during drought season and flooded her mind. “I find you the most disgusting person in the world. If I had a choice, I wouldn’t sleep with you. Know I hate you. I hate you.”

				Then he entered her with so much force her body felt like it ripped in half. Afterwards, she shook all night. But she held onto those words, and every night afterwards she repeated them: I hate you. You disgust me. You are a pig.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 6

				Cairo, May 2010

				Aisha exited Selma’s apartment as quietly as she could. The rest of the family was asleep in their beds, the dishes washed and dried on their racks, and the prayer mats laid and ready for the next call. She reviewed the arguments for and against sneaking out as Selma rushed out the door and halfway down the back steps. The club scene did not bother Aisha—she had a normal college experience after all—but in twenty-two years, she had never had to lie to or sneak around her mother. It felt childish, like the high schoolers who used to sneak alcohol into their school proms by taping small bottles to their legs or digging holes in the school garden and burying vodka the day before. The same high schoolers who got caught throwing up all over those same bushes hours later. They spent their last weeks of school in suspension and their summers under their parents disapproving gaze.

				No matter what trials had come their way, what bills went unpaid, or what fabricated stories they passed on to their relatives, she and her mother vowed to always tell the truth.

				She would never forget the first time she had gotten in real trouble at school, in first grade. Her teacher assigned a week-long lesson on wildlife, and each student got an animal that he or she had to research. Most of the children got animals like bees, dogs, or guinea pigs, but Aisha’s arch nemesis, Betsy, choose the albatross from Miss Linam’s Black Top Hat of Ideas. On the day of her presentation, Betsy stood up in front of the whole class in an expensive pink dress that matched the pink ribbons in her long, blonde hair and explained that an albatross could mate with other albatrosses of the same sex.

				“They like each other!” she had said as the class squealed. “I know, it’s gross! But they’re just weird animals, not like us. Well, except for Aisha’s mom!”

				The room went quiet, a first in a class of six-year-olds. Thirty faces turned towards Aisha. The teacher, bright-eyed and right out of graduate school, stood there and said nothing. Aisha sat quietly at her desk and tried not to move, and like the rabbit she had spent the past week researching, she tried to still her rapid heart. Her mother had warned her about these kinds of events before she went to her first day of kindergarten and again before her first morning as a first grader. Zahra had sat down in the big blue armchair in the living room and pulled Aisha onto her lap, put her arms around her daughter, and looked straight into her eyes.

			

			
				“Some people at school might try to make you feel bad.”

				“Why, Mommy? Why would they do that? They’re going to be my friends!”

				Zahra had smiled but her eyes looked sad.

				For the first time, Aisha began to feel afraid.

				“Sometimes even your friends hurt you,” Zahra said. “Anyone can hurt you…even me.”

				“You could never make me sad!”

				Zahra patted her daughter’s long brown hair and pulled her close to her warm chest. “I hope not. But remember you are worth just as much as them, and don’t let them convince you otherwise.”

				“Okay, I won’t.”

				“Promise?”

				“Promise.”

				So there she had sat, only a year later, letting them make her feel bad. She knew her mother was different because she was never friends with the other moms. Zahra never offered to bring cupcakes to class or cookies with icing and sprinkles on top. She didn’t dress like the other moms who wore business skirts and jackets or pretty sweaters, instead spending every day in jeans and shoes that looked like daddy sneakers. When she came to pick Aisha up from kindergarten, she never stood with the other moms as she waited. And sometimes, when she talked, people asked her to repeat herself.

				Finally, the teacher had snapped out of her daze and stepped in. “Sit down, Betsy. That is quite enough! You are never to talk about Aisha’s mom again, do you hear me?”

				“Yes, Miss Linam.” Betsy proudly bounced back to her desk and grinned at her group of followers.

				All day, Aisha could not concentrate. She had felt like a giant bear sat on her chest, squeezing her until she could not breathe but to ask to see the nurse would show weakness. So she sat at her desk until recess, when the cold air shocked her back into reality. She had let her mom down. Zahra made her promise never to let the other children make her feel bad, and she had. And Betsy, of all people, had caused the hurt. Betsy, whose mother brought cupcakes to class and handed them out on little decorated napkins with child-sized white forks. Yet Aisha never wanted anyone but her mom, who let her stick her fingers in the icing and make patterns on her plate if she wanted to.

			

			
				She scanned the old playground—the rusty swings and faded green slide and map of the world printed on the blacktop—for Betsy and saw her sitting under the slide with a group of girls. Aisha walked over to the group and overheard her name.

				“Yes?” Aisha had asked, as though they had called her.

				The circle parted, and Betsy calmly looked up from her seat on the ground. One of her followers had given her a jacket to sit on so she wouldn’t get her beautiful dress dirty, and when she stood, she threw it back to the other girl without bothering to wipe the wood chips off.

				“We were just talking about how nice we all think you are,” Betsy sweetly said.

				All of the other girls snickered. Betsy shot them a smirk.

				“Oh, thanks. I just came over here to tell you how beautiful your dress is.” Aisha mirrored Betsy’s innocent tone.

				“Oh, thanks. My mom picked it out from Macy’s. I have hundreds of them.”

				While Betsy spoke, Aisha reached a hand behind her to her back pocket, where she had stored her grape juice box after puncturing the top with the clear straw, and brought it in front of her. She crushed the box with all of her strength, like she would have squeezed Betsy’s tiny heart if she had one, and watched the purple arc splatter all over her pink dress like monster blood.

				“Aisha!” Betsy screamed as she tried to hide behind one of the other girls. “What are you doing?”

				As the last of the juice sputtered out, Aisha walked over to Betsy’s cowering form and shook the remains over the top of her blonde hair. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Then she began to walk away.

				“See girls,” Betsy said, “that’s what happens when you don’t have a father.”

				Aisha turned. Betsy’s triumphant face beamed from behind her group of clones. No. She couldn’t win. Aisha did the only thing she could think of: she marched through the girls to Betsy’s hiding spot and shoved her enemy with all of her might. She watched Betsy arch her back like an orchid and slowly fall onto the cushion of her dress.

				Miss Linam gave Aisha two weeks of detention for that push, but Aisha didn’t care. She felt triumphant, and as she waited for the lunch bell to ring, she rolled her pencils down her slanted desk. She repeated what she had told her mother when she got home from school that day: ana bahebak. I love you.

			

			
				Selma and Aisha crept through the streets like the mangy dogs who patrolled the nearby alleys, the ones Islam called unclean yet who managed to survive on scraps from sympathetic passersby. The city beat with the energy of its young people, fresh from their day-long naps and ready to meet their friends under the bright neon lights of Pizza Hut or McDonald’s. Aisha plugged into the sound and light and let them fuel her walk.

				Women and men clogged the streets and lined the perimeter of restaurants like ants in the busy tunnels of a colony. Several times, Selma grabbed Aisha’s hand and pulled her through the bottlenecks at corners. Car horns joined the hum of voices like cymbals and trucks spewed exhaust like air from a tuba, while occasional melodies floated from their radios in crescendos and fade-outs. The calls to buy roasted potatoes or grilled corn trumpeted over the hum. In the crowd of similar faces, Aisha felt less alone than ever before. Couples passed, linked by joined hands, perfect in their symmetry, and the way they whispered in the other’s ear made her wonder whether she might find her match there, too.

				When Aisha and Selma reached the club doors, a bouncer with a haram Arabic script tattooed up and down both arms stopped them and asked for their IDs. Selma handed him her card and Aisha’s passport. As soon as he saw the familiar blue plastic cover that hinted at the American green money to follow, he ushered them inside. The pounding house music drowned out the street sounds, and Aisha cozied into the English lyrics, the familiar grind of hips and sweat of bodies, and the spilled cocktails in neon puddles on the scuffed wood. Selma led her through the gyrating youth—foreigners whose blond hair shone blue in the light and wealthy Egyptians whose necks bent with the weight of their gold necklaces—to a table on the other side of the room where five young Egyptians watched the beautiful chaos as one might watch schools of fish in an aquarium.

				“I’m going to get us some drinks.” Selma ushered Aisha towards the table. “Go be friendly.”

				As Aisha neared the group, one girl in particular stood out among the others—a beautiful woman a few years older than Aisha who had an uncovered head of curly brown hair and bright lipstick as pink as some of their drinks.

				“You must be Aisha,” the girl said in English. She stood and put out a slender hand. The others mimicked her and rose to greet their new addition, though they said little. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you from my sister.”

			

			
				Aisha looked around her for the sister in question, but she did not recognize any of the other men and women.

				“It’s okay.” The girl’s smile faded slightly. “She probably didn’t mention me…no one ever does. My parents and I are not exactly on speaking terms. I’m Rose, and your friend, Selma, is my sister.”

				“Oh, I had no idea.”

				“It’s fine!” Rose put her smile back at full mast. “As I always say, freedom comes at a price.” One of the guys on her left draped a hand around Rose’s shoulder, but she shrugged it off and took Aisha’s hand. “Let’s dance!”

				Rose found a hole in the middle of the dance floor and began to sway to the quick beat of the recorded tambourine. Aisha tried to mimic her smooth movements, but her tall, gangly legs did not bend in the same ways. Rose’s movements hypnotized her like a charmed snake, so much so that Aisha accidentally backed into a young man and knocked off his glasses. Before one of the surrounding feet stomped on them, he ducked to pluck them from the sticky ground. After he straightened up and placed them back on his ears, he pushed the glasses up farther with one finger, then readjusted them again with a wiggle of his nose. Though she might not have recognized his buzzed hair and the black plastic frames that gave him a professorial look, Aisha knew the readjustment routine better than she knew her own ticks.

				All of the blood that had flushed to Aisha’s face as she danced drained. Her hands and legs started to shake so much that she grabbed Rose’s arm for support.

				“What is it?” Rose noticed the man who stared at Aisha with the same look of disbelief. “Do you know him?”

				Aisha’s ears rang, and the sounds of the club faded into a high-pitched whine as the man stepped closer to her and put out a hand to test her realness as she did the same.

				“Of course I know him,” Aisha whispered as their fingertips touched and separated quickly as though shocked. “He’s my brother.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 7

				America, November 1986

				Zahra received a book of coupons in the mail for the only grocery store in walking distance of their house. The book was technically addressed to the current resident. The many pictures of packaged snacks contained none of the beauty of the Cairo markets, yet the intricate packaging and ridiculous names amazed her: Velveeta cheese, JELL-O, Chicken of the Sea Tuna. From the book, she learned that Americans strove to avoid effort while they cooked, going so far as to pre-spice their Rice-A-Roni and pre-bake their pies, yet they still wanted to contribute by heating something up or adding water. She hid the book under her side of the bed, and over dinner she convinced Ali that he should leave money for her every week to buy their groceries. She claimed the trips would improve her cooking skills. The next day he reluctantly handed her two twenties, still damp with the sweat of his palm, and she set off with the book in her purse.

				She entered the store, pushing her first cart in front of her like a stroller. The air conditioning and freezers sent a shiver of excitement up her spine. The produce was unimpressive, but when she reached the snack aisle, she stopped and stared at the bags and boxes that sat like carnival prizes on the cheap metal shelves. They all waited—crab flavored chips, pretzels stuffed with cheese, and chocolate cookies with white cream sandwiched in the middle. She took a minute to acknowledge every familiar face before picking a box of chocolate cookies with raspberry filling featured on the front page of her coupon book, Buy one get one free! These cookies would become her secret joy—two every morning once Ali left the house and the days stretched in front of her like the lines on a highway. They were her only weapon against time.

				“Cookies,” she said to the woman who stood in the aisle next to her, the sound of her own voice unfamiliar in this new language.

				The woman stared at her for a second too long and then started to walk away.

				“I’m sorry,” Zahra continued, aware of the weight of her accent and the way her scarf must have looked to this housewife in high heels and a light summer dress. “I’m new.”

			

			
				The woman paused and looked back at her. Zahra took out the coupon book and pointed to the picture on the front. Again, she raised the cookies and pointed, and this time the woman understood.

				“Yes, those are the ones.”

				“Thank you.”

				The woman helped Zahra at the checkout counter by handing the bills to the young cashier whose hair stuck straight up out of his head. He had lip piercings on either side like silver fangs. His mother was probably so ashamed, yet Zahra had the sudden urge to touch them. The woman counted Zahra’s change, even ripped the coupon from Zahra’s book and handed it to the Dracula across the counter when the Egyptian tried to hand him the whole book.

				“You know,” said the woman as they walked towards the sliding doors together, “I use those all the time, too.” She pointed to the book. “I hide what I save from my husband and use it to buy the pretty things I want.”

				The lady walked to her car, a shiny silver blob in the distance, and Zahra waited until she waved and drove away before walking home. When she got to their basement, she took an empty can from the sink, removed the wet paper from its smooth outside, and hid it in her closet. Inside the makeshift bank, she placed the dollar she had saved—the first one coating the side like the splash of a drop of water, the level rising with every cut coupon.

				[image: sb-01.png]


				They had planned to live with Mahmoud for only a few weeks, but three months later, Zahra still spent every morning chasing the bugs and freeing them through a rip in the screen window. Ali got a job as a cook, a position which he neither enjoyed nor was good at. Zahra, however, relished the fact that he had to spend all day doing what he forced her to do. He returned to the house at night with burns on his fingers and forearms that looked like the swish of a red paintbrush, while she avoided marks by carefully wrapping pan handles in oven mitts and shielding her chest with a glass lid when the oil splattered. Indians called it karma, a much more appealing revenge than the Islamic promise of God’s judgment. Every burn or cut Ali returned with seemed to reflect a nasty word or glare he had given her the night before. He forbade her from leaving the house except to buy groceries. If she arrived even a few minutes past his eight o’clock arrival, he yelled that she was useless and stormed out to buy fast food.

			

			
				In her free time, she talked to the cashiers at the store, learning slang phrases such as “What’s up?” and “Cool!” By then she knew the names of all of the employees—Rhonda, Adrianna, Bridget, Blake—and she could address them in English or Spanish. They enjoyed her company, so they said nothing when she spent more than two hours perusing the aisles or sitting with a cold iced tea on the metal bench outside. Once she exhausted her need for human contact, she carried her groceries home and began the three hours of dinner preparations. Ali demanded she make everything from scratch like Tabia used to, even the bread, though they sold frozen foods in a nearby Indian grocery store identical to her labors for which she would have gladly paid an extra dollar. Especially since that dollar would go towards Ali’s nights away from her, smoking shisha with his friends or drinking coffee while they watched pretty American girls pass in tight neon leotards and spandex pants.

				When she did buy herself a frozen meal for lunch, she carefully hid it at the bottom of the trashcan under the empty flour and rice bags. She hated the feel of wet flour drying on her fingers, she hated the sting of onions in her eyes, and she hated the time it took water to boil. By dinner, she could barely choke down the products she spent all day slaving over. The plates of food became packages of time, pieces of her life that disappeared as easily as the meat off a kabob stick.

				They lived in a neighborhood saturated with other Arabs and Africans. In the unit on their left lived a widow, a distant cousin of Ali’s named Mrs. Mubarak, who watched Zahra enter and exit her home and reported her whereabouts to Ali as his spy. Though she was more than eighty years old, she still managed to shuffle to the front window every time she heard the front door close. When Zahra walked back home, plastic bags swinging on each arm, Mrs. Mubarak’s eyes watched her like Big Brother from between her lace curtains. Zahra had once tried to bribe the woman by bringing her homemade basbousa, small semolina cakes drenched in syrup stored overnight to add flavor. Though Mrs. Mubarak licked every one of her wrinkly fingers after five slices and three cups of tea, the next morning she waited at the window at nine a.m. when Zahra left for her morning walk.

				The house on their right had been empty when they moved in, but one day Zahra returned from the grocery store to find a moving truck parked like a bright orange wall the length of the building. As she walked around the mouth of the truck, rustling and a string of curse words filtered out to her. Most of the words were foreign to her vocabulary but familiar in tone. A woman in her forties appeared from the darkness. A sweaty blue bandana was wrapped around her head like a turban and jean shorts revealed the pale plumpness of her knees. The woman jumped down in front of Zahra. She had rolled her sleeves up to fight the heat, and Zahra could see the outline of toned muscles in her shoulders and down her arms where they met tiny hands that fluttered as she spoke.

			

			
				“Hello! No need to stare. I don’t bite, I promise!”

				The woman’s loud voice and physical closeness alarmed Zahra, but her smile seemed genuine, and for once, Mrs. Mubarak was nowhere to be seen.

				“Yes…I mean, no…I mean…hello. My name is Zahra.” Zahra put out her hand.

				“Julia. I just moved into the neighborhood.” The woman made her hands into fists then propped them on her lower back and began to massage her muscles. “At least, I’m in the process of moving in. Maybe if I didn’t have so much damned furniture this would all be so much easier.” She gestured to the truck where piles of expensive armchairs, sofas, tables, desks, and bookshelves waited like an entire city’s dumping ground. “I guess you just accumulate this much after three failed marriages. Which unit’s yours?”

				Zahra pointed to her door. “Next to yours, in the basement. I’m sorry, my English is a little rusty.”

				“Not at all!” The woman climbed onto the metal step attached to the truck then sat down and unwrapped the bandana so she could pat her glistening shoulders. “I’m happy to have someone to talk to. Do you live with anyone?”

				“My husband, Ali.” She tried not to let his name affect her, but her smile fell away as she thought of what he would say about her new friend. “We were just married in Cairo a few months ago.

				“Husband, eh?” She held Zahra’s gaze. “I may not have mentioned my profession. I teach Gender Studies to young freshmen at George Washington University.”

				“What is Gender Studies?”

				“Well,” Julia began.

				Mrs. Mubarak opened her front door and stared at Zahra with eyes still bleary from her afternoon nap.

				“I better go,” Zahra said. Once she started to walk away, the old woman turned around and slammed the door behind her. “It was nice to meet you.”

				“You too. I hope we can be friends,” Julia said. “I think we have a lot to talk about.”

			

			
				Before Zahra could ask what she meant, Julia got up and disappeared into the truck, leaving her bandana tied to the door and her sandals poised on the ledge.

				That night Zahra prepared the rice and chicken as usual, but her hand resisted every stroke like a butter churn as the cream turned. She could not shake the image of Julia’s eyes evaluating her, almost winking when she had spoken of her profession. As Zahra pulled the fat off the chicken and scooped half cups of rice into the pot, she did so with only half of her normal concentration. For the first time, she burned herself when pulling the tray from the oven. The pain was only half as strong as the embarrassment of that afternoon, but she had to use a bag of frozen asparagus to stop the burning.

				At nine, Ali returned from a double shift, tired and sweaty. He smelled of pancake batter and cigarettes. When he approached her to check her work, she detected a hint of flowery sweetness under the breakfast scents. Even from their first weeks together, the perfume of the other woman in the room had hovered between them. Zahra’s lack of jealousy infuriated Ali, but she refused to indulge him by screaming or crying when she found a blonde hair on his black sweater or a lipstick stain on his collar.

				Sometimes Zahra fantasized about those women who smelled of vanilla or lilac—American woman with long blonde hair who sprayed their pale wrists with body mist and wore lace underwear, or perhaps other Arabs with scented oils and thick black hair covered in daylight by their hijabs. Did they consummate their relationships in the back of the restaurant in the off-hours when just a cook and waitress were enough to handle the small crowds or in his car in the back seat where one day Zahra’s child might sit? Or did these young women take him to their homes, sneak him in back doors and up to their bedrooms where their younger selves watched them kiss a married man from behind a photograph’s glossy surface? Did they ask about his wife, or whether he had children, or whether he loved them? Zahra thanked God for these women. Better them than her.

				Ali ate his meal in silence, but his gaze wandered up and down Zahra’s body as she picked at every grain of rice. His gaze felt like a slow burn, like dozing by a pool as the sun rose. Her neck and chest grew warm at his stare. Her shirt did not have a top button, but she held the two sides closed at the neck with her left hand while she ate with her right. Ali finally looked away.

				“Why don’t you wear the nice clothes I bought you?” he asked her, returning to his chicken.

			

			
				“The dresses? Where would I wear them? You don’t let me leave the house.” She usually held back the insolence in her voice, but something had changed.

				As though he could read her mind, he said without looking up, “Mrs. Mubarak told me you were outside talking to our new neighbor. What did I tell you about getting friendly with Americans?”

				“You seem to be pretty friendly with a few.”

				The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. Ali slowly pulled his gaze up to meet hers. Excitement and anger dueled over his face. No matter how many women he had, he would always come home to conquer her.

				She pushed her chair back and took her plate to the kitchen, dumped the leftovers in a plastic container, and began to hand wash the pans and serving dishes in the cramped basement sink. The warm, soapy water comforted her in a way it never had in Cairo, where Miriam would discuss Zahra’s future wedding as she inspected every dish for spots. Zahra washed the glossy plates as she wanted to wash the last three months from her memory. As she began to relax, five fingers dug into her shoulder. She dropped the sponge and plate and spun like a dervish to face Ali’s raised hand.

				“What did I tell you about leaving the table while I’m speaking?” His jaw clenched in anger and his hand gripped tightly above her clavicle.

				Normally she would have apologized, muttering an excuse about the basement heat, but something stayed her tongue. Instead, she raised her chin and arched her shoulders like a warrior about to nock a bow. She drew strength from the memory of Jamila’s fingers on her upturned face, and then in an instant saw his hand rise off her shoulder and draw up like a cobra. There was no time to duck or even react. The back of his hand came towards her quickly and connected with her cheek, bat to ball, and the crack of flesh on flesh was a sound she would never forget. Her head swung backwards from impact. As white spots flashed, she reached again for her lover’s caress, pulled Jamila’s hands to her cheek, let their coolness ease the sting of her jaw bone. Like a woman who could not be harmed, she raised her shoulders again.

				Finally, Ali hung his head and sulked to the bedroom to pass out in a bed probably less familiar than those of his American beauties. Zahra sunk to the concrete floor and held her shoulders gently the way she longed to be held. He had stopped that night, but she had seen the snake behind the man and knew it was only a matter of time before he shed his skin completely.

			

			
				The next morning, she waited for the slam of the front door and then ran to get an ice pack. Though the wound had stung all night, she did not want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her pain.

				Suddenly, while making toast for breakfast, she vomited into the sink. Even the scent of strawberry jam made her gag, yet her arms shook from the nausea and hunger. Instead of her normal grocery store run, Zahra headed to the drug store on the left side and mimed a baby in front of the pharmacy counter so they understood her. A woman with light blue eyes and a spotless white lab coat stepped out and showed Zahra to the aisle where pregnancy tests sat next to condoms—plastic sheaths that Zahra had never touched but had heard stories about from her less religious friends. The picture that stared up at her from the pregnancy test as she handed over the money looked as medical and nonthreatening as possible, yet every time she glanced in the bag on the way home, she shuddered.

				The nice pharmacist had explained how to use it, but even so, Zahra took an hour to read the directions to buy time, skipping any words longer than two syllables. Using the pictures, she figured out where to pee and placed the pregnancy test on the shower’s low ledge. She perched on the bathroom counter with her knees against her chest and watched it, counting every second in English until she forgot a number and switched into Arabic. Her heart pounded against her knees, and her fingers tapped the time against her legs in drum lines of fear. Finally, she unfolded, picked up the pregnancy test, and looked.

				“Oh, no,” she said to the blue plus sign. “Please, God, no. Anything but that.” She dropped the test and used both hands to shield whatever child was inside of her, already a witness to Ali’s cruelty. If he was a boy, perhaps his father’s actions had already begun to corrupt him in the womb, and as he grew, he would learn to be like his father. And if she was a girl… Zahra pictured small hands and head of long black hair, the vulnerability of a tiny child with even less defense against an angry word or a strike at her face. No.

				She did not let herself think. Quickly, she found the little black suitcase she had arrived with. She began to roll all of her shirts and pants hanging in the closet and stacked them inside; she threw her toiletries in a plastic bag and tossed it in, then emptied her drawers. Unlike her preparations in Cairo, lasting hours as she had lovingly decided between keepsakes and essentials, she packed all of her American belongings in less than ten minutes. The last item to come was her can full of bills, not even enough to buy a bus ticket out of the city and certainly not enough for a night in a hotel. She stuffed the money in the top pocket of her bag, dumped the change in-between the paper cracks, and ran. About five steps.

			

			
				As she took in the crisp fall air with only a thick sweatshirt to hide her from the cold, she began to think rationally again. She turned and headed back towards the house, but then the image of new furniture stacked near the sliding glass door next to hers made her pause. Quietly, so as not to draw attention from Mrs. Mubarak, Zahra quickly walked to the door and knocked. And knocked, and knocked. Finally, Julia came to the door in just a towel around her chest and one around her head like a toga and turban. Zahra could not help staring at her pale, unfamiliar skin.

				“Zahra, what the hell are you doing?” Julia slid the door open and gestured for her to come inside.

				Zahra tried to find the words to explain her situation, but none of her school lessons or grocery runs had prepared her for this moment.

				“Breathe, honey, breathe!”

				She had no words. Instead, Zahra held up the pregnancy test, which she had stashed in her pocket before she left in case Ali caught her, mimed Ali’s slap, and held up her bag. Her breathing slowed and she prayed to God that this strong woman would help her—she had no one else.

				“That little…” Julia started, and Zahra saw her own anger, always covered by fear, alive in that woman’s face. “He hit you? You are never going back there. In fact, I just might burn the whole building down with me, him, and that little woman in the scarf still in it. How dare he! I need a drink, quickly.” Julia took Zahra’s arm and led her upstairs to a bright pink armchair, deposited her there with her bag, and left to make them drinks.

				Zahra looked around. She and Ali’s basement only had a mattress and a small, scratched up table, so compared to that, Julia’s stuffed living room looked like the royal palace. Boxes lined the walls, and in the center of the room were at least four separate sets of furniture—from the ornate gold and pink set that Zahra sat on to a minimalistic blue chaise shaped like a bean. Julia returned with hot water and a tea bag for Zahra and some kind of yellow liquid in a squat, round glass for herself with a strange ring of salt around the rim. She lay back on the chaise, crossed her legs, and began to tap the glass with the tip of her nail as she thought. Zahra tried not to stare at the bare legs beneath the white terrycloth, or the shadow between them that was aimed directly towards her. Apparently Julia felt no need to change despite her knowledge of Zahra’s preferences.

			

			
				“You have so many chairs,” Zahra said to distract herself.

				“Yes, I suppose the collection is exponential at this point. You know how men are. Every time I start a relationship, the first thing they want me to do is throw out all the furniture I bought with the last guy and shower me with a new set they like better. I tell them I throw the old set out, but in reality I keep it all in my spare apartment.” As soon as the word escaped, Julia snapped her fingers. “That’s it—my spare apartment. I have a two-bedroom in the city, past Georgetown and up Wisconsin a bit, which I use when I’m out late on a Friday or Saturday night and can’t drive home. It’s not metro accessible, but that won’t matter once you get a steady job and a car, both of which you’ll need as soon as possible.”

				“But what about…” Zahra pointed to her stomach.

				“Yes, that does complicate things a bit. You’ll need to work, which is next to impossible even for Americans unless they can pay a nanny or have the mother stay home.” She returned to tapping, and Zahra felt like a pair of pants her owner couldn’t finagle into a drawer. Finally, she exclaimed. “I’ve got it! Charlotte and Malena. They’ve been looking for a roommate. I could pay your rent for a few months as you get on your feet.”

				Zahra, overwhelmed with Julia’s generosity, crossed over to the chaise and enveloped her new friend in a hug. “Thank you, thank you,” she repeated, only letting go when she felt the dampness of the towel soak through her own shirt.

				“Yes, you’re just their type. They’ll love you.”

				“Are they Egyptians?”

				Julia laughed. “No, definitely not. They’re lesbians.”

				She waited for Zahra to react, but the word did not translate right away.

				“They’re two women. Married—well, as close as it comes—to each other.”

				Oh! Zahra asked shyly, “Is that okay here?”

				“Times are changing, love, and more and more women and men are coming out. How do you think I got my job? If they were all still hiding, there wouldn’t be much to study. They will embrace you with open arms, but be careful…the gay community here will be very different from anything you’ve ever seen. Some of them may be—How do I say this?—a little too welcoming for you, compared to Egypt. No need to answer me, but I’m curious…have you ever actually been with a woman?”

				“In what way?”

				“I’ll take that as a no. Be careful, Zahra, and make sure you learn from someone who will be gentle with you.”

			

			
				Zahra thought of her recent experiences with Ali and shuddered, the morning sickness awakening with every image of his body. Quickly, before she could second-guess her instincts, she sat down on the chaise again and put a hand on the knot of Julia’s towel.

				“Then again, maybe you’ll be just fine.” Julia sipped at her drink. “How did you know?”

				“You’re still wearing your towel.”

				“A good observation. Yes, it’s true, I dabble. You are a very beautiful woman, but we will never be anything more than friends.”

				“I’m counting on it.” Zahra untucked the edge of cloth. She would never give her heart to another woman, of that she was certain, but a man had already claimed and sullied her body, and she wanted it back.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 8

				Cairo, May 2010

				As children, Aisha had been her older brother’s number one fan and defender against all unpleasant things. Though a boy and a whole year older, Nor had a soft spirit. He spent his days reading before he even reached kindergarten, while Aisha jumped from couch to couch like a sugar glider or drew on the rented walls. One day while their mother had slept, Nor and Aisha plotted to steal Halloween candy from a large crystal bowl on the kitchen counter. When they realized they could not reach the rich caramel chocolates and peanut butter cups, Nor cried while Aisha dragged a chair from the living room and used it to grab two fists full of sugary snacks.

				Nor was much more like Zahra than Aisha. Their mother called him Amari, my moon, which had been her nickname as a young girl in Cairo. Aisha was Shami, my sun, which usually meant she destroyed everything in her path, or at one point accidentally lit something on fire.

				When he was six years old, Nor had gone missing. Aisha woke up in the morning and ate breakfast with her mother and brother—Cheerios she could chase with her spoon for Aisha and a bagel with boring cream cheese for Nor. Zahra always drove Aisha to preschool first, then took Nor to elementary school, and like usual, Aisha turned to give the parked car one last goodbye wave. Nor wore his favorite blue coat with brown patches on the elbows and brown corduroy pants—already a professor in his blazer and trademark black glasses. Aisha still dreamt about that outfit.

				When Aisha walked off the preschool bus that afternoon, her mother was not by the parents clustered like a bushel of hydrangeas in their fitted dress pants and sleeveless pink dresses. One of the other mothers took Aisha’s hand and walked her home, but hesitated at the bottom of the stairs leading up to Aisha’s apartment building.

				“It’s all going to be okay,” the mother had said to Aisha, squeezing one of her yellow raincoat protected shoulders with a crunch before she walked away. Her facial expression was unfamiliar. Pity, Aisha found out later, recognizable by the downturned mouth and focused eyes, the way the person always touched a shoulder or a hand or a stray lock of hair.

			

			
				Zahra sat on the couch furthest from the door, her eyes vacant even when her little girl dropped her backpack and ran into the C curve of her side. Aisha remembered her mother trembling all over, her hands nervously fiddling with a stray thread of her shirt—slowly unraveling the hem and winding the string around and around her finger until the tip turned a burned red and then a bloodless purple. The shifting colors of the bruised flesh captivated both of their attention. Aisha’s eyes widened, and her own shoulders shook as minutes turned to hours. She had come home hungry, imagining the little packages of fruit snacks shaped like real fruits but ten times as sweet, but her stomach churned like the turning string until she thought she might be sick.

				“Mama!”

				At the sound of her daughter’s voice, Zahra’s gaze snapped away from the vacant space on the other side of the room, and her hand loosened to let blood back into her finger. She curled an arm around Aisha and held her close as Aisha cried before she even heard the news. Later, Zahra whispered the story in her ear like the prayer for the forgiveness of the dead, the one that was never said of the little boy in the blue coat and corduroys. Nor had run away while Aisha was at school, leaving nothing of his perfectly folded clothes or the one-person games he played while Aisha bounced around him or hung on his shoulders. His room was empty, save for his sticky fingerprints on the window that Aisha and Zahra never washed again.

				The closest Aisha had ever come to her brother after his disappearance was the day she skipped eighth period and escaped to the National Gallery of Art for what she considered a more educational experience than Chemistry. She often went on such trips, scribbling notes in her mother’s half-Arabic handwriting about doctor’s appointments and dental procedures to get her out of class. Most of the time she bought a cup of coffee and walked to the Lincoln Memorial. She would sit at the top and watch the families take photographs of children with ice cream smeared on their shirts or follow couples who ran in unison around the reflecting pool and occasionally kissed against a backdrop of cherry blossoms.

				This time she spent an hour in front of the painting “Wind from the Sea” by Andrew Wyeth, an accidental discovery on her way through the main floor of the West Building. Though the window lacked the two trademark prints of Nor’s pointer and middle finger, she could feel him standing by the open window, the translucent white curtains blowing lazily on his eager face. Or perhaps it was just her imagination, the tire tracks leading away from the empty room instead of towards it. Nor had already gone into Wyeth’s rural landscape, leaving not even fingerprints this time.

			

			
				“Aisha?” Rose called again.

				Aisha’s mouth could not form any words but Nor, Nor, Nor. She repeated his name as he came closer like the Christian story of Lazarus walking from his grave, one hand stretched out to touch those same fingers to the tips of her own. When she said the word brother, a word she had refused to say for seventeen years, she whispered it into the loud beating bass drum thunder. Nor grabbed her and they embraced, though she was taller than him and held his shoulders in her long arms.

				“I thought you were dead,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

				“Wait,” Rose said. “Nor is your brother?” Apparently the two had been acquainted, since Nor and Rose averted eye contact and look at Aisha instead.

				“Cousin,” Nor said quickly.

				“What? Nor, why would you say that?” Then Aisha thought about the missing body, gravestone, and news coverage. Suddenly the pieces of her memory fit together to make the form of the missing boy at the window, now crystal clear against a sunny new day. Perhaps Zahra had not feared Aisha’s betrayal all of these years, but the knowledge of her own.

				“It’s complicated—”

				“Then uncomplicate it for me.” Aisha shook Nor off.

				He shuffled his feet a few steps back.

				“Does Mom know you’re here?”

				“Aisha—”

				She stepped closer so that her head towered over his—she needed to be a giant—and her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Does she know?”

				“Yes.”

				Aisha felt the familiar rage begin to boil like a pot of tea inside of her, the clanging metal like a cowbell that rang in her ears and drowned out the calm she had promised to maintain during her trip. Rage had brewed during classes throughout college and boiled whenever she tried to date and had exploded whenever someone made an ignorant comment about her culture or her mother or the absence of her father. Rage had threaded every minute of her life like a circulatory system of bulging veins. At American University, she had taken a women’s studies class where they described such anger as a killing rage, and though most of feminist theory went right over Aisha’s daydreaming head, that term had stuck—though perhaps not in the way the theorist had intended. The anger was a poison that murdered Aisha slowly. It seeped through her veins and fed her brain and body until nothing remained of the innocent girl jumping from sofa seat to sofa seat calling “Watch me! Watch me!” to the small family she did not yet understand.

			

			
				Aisha turned and ran. The sound of Nor’s call and the musical heartbeat faded with every step.

				[image: sb-01.png]


				Al Qahirah, or the city of a thousand minarets, had turned like a dried date. The streets were bruised with shadows, and empty sunflower shells littered the pathways like breadcrumbs through the dark. The hawkers were gone, their stalls packed up and rolled over the streets of Khan el-Khalili market, leaving only a few broken souvenirs and chunks of petrified pretzels to mark the thriving commercial sector that had symbolized Cairo’s wealth for centuries. The scent of shisha still ghosted the wide streets, and as Aisha ran, she inhaled the gray mists of apple and mint.

				Something about the market spoke to her, even in its quiet absence. Perhaps because it was a place of loss—the name appeared in American papers during the 2005 and 2009 terrorist attacks—and a place of recovery. Eventually, she tired and sank into a bench the way a blizzard-blown traveler would rest in the snow, surrendering to the cold. She had spent her whole life covering for her mother, for her father, and for herself, but always with an awareness of the truth. Now, her memory was as flawed as an old woman’s. It could not be trusted for even the simple fingerprints on the windowpane.

				Her breath pulsed loud and ragged, yet within minutes a new hum of voices from a hidden room in the building across from her began. Occasionally, a woman in a short dress or a man in a British-style coat and tie exited or entered a door on the left. With every swing of wood, the noise amplified and then receded. With nothing left to lose, Aisha wandered towards the door. She paused in the middle of the street to stretch the long quads and hamstrings that already ached from her run. Then Aisha pulled the door open, walked into the smoky, alcohol-scented room, and sat down at the nearest table of what appeared to be an Egyptian dive bar.

				The server, an old man with gray in his beard and calluses on his overused hands, offered her beers with Egyptian logos, Stellas and Sakaras, along with American beers and wines from all over the world. Aisha rarely drank, perhaps a side effect of a mother who had never had a drop of alcohol, but tonight she pointed to a wine listed as Aida. She realized her mistake when the server brought her a champagne flute and bottle wrapped in gold foil.

			

			
				“What’s the celebration?” He popped the cork.

				Taking her first sip of the foreign sweetness, Aisha sat back against the wooden chair and relaxed into the taste. “Someone came back from the dead.”

				The liquid level dropped as minutes turned to hours and the sun stuck its fingers into the cracks in the dark room. Aisha stared at the wall as she played the significant moments of her life over and over again, searching through them like a child in a sandbox to find the clues of her mother’s deception and her brother’s disappearance. Unfamiliar voices echoed in her mind but she could not hear what they whispered. Faces appeared and vanished, but she could not see their eyes. The bar spun with the music, Nancy Ajram’s songs in particular since foreigners recognized her voice. The lyrics of Enta Eih spoke like her own voice, asking her love why he gave her such pain.

				“Aisha?” a woman’s voice asked from the door.

				She veered her neck to see Rose approaching. “How did you find me?”

				“I didn’t. This is my aunt and uncle’s bar, and I live upstairs. I gave up looking for you about half an hour ago.” Rose sat in the empty chair across from her and signaled for the waiter—a younger man had replaced the older one in the time Aisha had been sitting there—to bring her a flute. She poured some of the remaining champagne into the glass, raised it, and then both girls took a sip.

				Something about Rose reminded Aisha of her mother’s friends, the ones she had grown up emulating. Their confidence reflected in the way they walked, as though in a short skirt with a middle finger up, yet they gave kindness to those who needed it most. They had a strange dichotomy of attitude and empathy. Rose finished her glass and slapped it down on the wood, then nodded to the man behind the bar, who grabbed a slip of paper and ripped it in half. She took Aisha under her arm and hoisted her up, a tough feat for a girl half her size, even as Aisha fought to sit back down.

				“Khalas,” Rose said in a sharp voice. “That’s enough. You need to sleep some of this off before tomorrow.”

				Aisha wanted to argue, but she could barely find Rose’s face in the swirl of the bar and the music and the unfamiliar faces of the patrons slouched in their chairs. “Maybe sleep, yes.” She leaned on Rose’s arm. Her stomach clenched against the sloshing wine and for a second she thought she might be sick. When the movement quieted, she and Rose, a four-legged monster, made their way to the stairs. At that point, everything went dark. She remembered little of the walk up or the quiet steps through Rose’s apartment, just the press of a soft pillow on her sweaty cheek and the feel of a woman removing her shoes.

			

			
				She woke up alone in Rose’s room at ten the next morning in a pair of unfamiliar cotton pajamas with fuzzy skulls scattered down the legs. Magazine cutouts covered the entire wall like a giant Band-Aid, and more not-yet-dissected magazines lay on the floor and on the small writing desk. When she pushed her body up, her stomach revolted, the bile from last night’s acidic binge tangy in her mouth. Her head begged her to fall back asleep in the comfort of the fuzzy hug of her sleeves, yet she thought of Miriam finding her in this state and within seconds jumped from the bed. She found a pair of oversized cotton pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt in Rose’s wardrobe that were still several inches too short on her and started to walk to the door.

				One of the open magazines, so glossy her foot skidded on its silky sheen, caught her attention. The woman on the top page reminded her of a younger version of her mother with her soft brown eyes and the light skin closer to an American tan than an Egyptian olive. Aisha picked up the picture and held it to her face. The woman looked flawless, even without much makeup or decoration to her plain brown hijab, as did her mother in every memory Aisha had inspected the night before. How difficult it must have been for Zahra to keep up appearances for her daughter, to never let the mask slip even after Ali’s brutality and Nor’s disappearance, so that her dream world became her daughter’s reality.

				Aisha flipped through the pages, all featuring the same model in different hijab styles—the model graduating from college, the model getting married, the model carrying a child. By the time she closed the last page, she understood more about her mother than ever before. True, her mother had lied to her, and for that Aisha might never forgive her, but what choice did she have? Zahra had been the model, but someone else had taken the photographs.

				Aisha heard a knock at the bedroom door, which startled her so much she dropped the magazine and froze, trying not to breathe. As soon as she saw the tangle of curls that flowered like the rose petals of her friend’s name, she exhaled loudly.

			

			
				“Oh, good, you’re awake!” Rose wore ripped jeans she had probably stressed herself to imitate the American style and a red T-shirt with a Beatles bleeding rose on the front. Her outfit was straight out of New York, with matching red lipstick.

				“I didn’t know what to do when I woke up.” Aisha gestured to the dropped magazine.

				“Don’t worry, that’s what they’re there for. And, actually, this morning you woke up at Selma’s house, drank some tea, ate a few biscuits, left the proper number of dirty plates and cups in the sink, and left to go shopping for the day. You even left a note for your grandmother in perfectly illegible Arabic script.”

				“I did?”

				“Of course not, but it’s a flawless ruse, and Selma executed it perfectly. Sometimes her ability to lie scares me, but at times, like right now, I just marvel at it. Come on. Let’s get you out of here before my uncle wakes up.”

				Rose packed Aisha’s skimpy clothes from the night before in a canvas tote and then covered it with a few of her magazines on hijab styles in case Miriam decided to snoop. She led Aisha back down the barely-remembered back steps, pulled the door tight behind her, and whispered to Aisha, “Don’t be mad.”

				Nor stood in the back alley. His eyes were red and puffy from not sleeping the night before. He wore the same shirt and shoes, a few drink stains still plastered on the suede toes. Aisha said nothing, but she did take a minute to give Rose a look that would have wilted an actual flower before walking toward her brother. Her friend went back inside, leaving the two siblings in a Western-style standoff.

				“What do you want, Nor?”

				“A favor.”

				“Excuse me? Are you joking?”

				“I know you’re angry, and I owe you an explanation for why I left with Suma—”

				“I don’t know if I even need an explanation. I got the part where you pretended to be dead to live with some woman who abandoned you for a majority of your childhood…” Aisha trailed off as another memory rustled like leaves across the street of her childhood. She had sat on Nor’s foot, her legs and arms octopused to his ankle and knee so that when he walked, he dragged her with him. They used to do this over and over down the apartment hallway, until eventually Nor would collapse from her weight.

			

			
				“Let me make it up to you.”

				“You can’t.”

				“At least let me try.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 9

				America, February 1987

				Zahra called her parents and gave them her new telephone number. She did not tell them about leaving Ali or give them any clues to her whereabouts, in case he grew desperate and demanded help. The first time she met her new roommates, Julia brought Zahra to the couple’s trademark Friday Lasagna Night with all her belongings packed in the back of her Jeep. According to Julia, this was a night when Malena cooked lasagna and the three of them would get incredibly drunk and reminisce about their college years. Julia warned her that if she moved in, she would have to adjust to the elevated blood alcohol content. The couple lived in a town house in Eastern Market where every home was painted a different color and had a little lawn covered in trees and bushes. Julia said that in the spring an outdoor market lined the streets and drew visitors from Virginia, DC, and Maryland to the produce market and shops.

				“It looks like a postcard,” Zahra said as they pulled into the driveway. “It’s too perfect to live in.”

				Julia hopped out and adjusted her tight skirt, which barely fit over her thighs. “Don’t be fooled, it’s still the city. You shouldn’t walk around at night by yourself or carry too much cash. DC is nothing like Fairfax.”

				“I know, Mom,” Zahra said in her best American accent.

				Julia laughed as she walked up to the door. “At least you’ll be in good hands.” Julia rang the doorbell and heavy footsteps approached the warped glass and paused.

				Zahra could see hair the color of amber, and when Malena opened the door, she couldn’t help staring up at the first redhead she’d ever seen.

				“Is she here?” a loud voice asked from behind the tall woman.

				Charlotte pushed past her partner and enveloped Zahra in a hug. Charlotte was about four foot eight with curly brown hair that she pinned back in a bun, making her look even more like a lawyer. She was immediately the leader of their trio with her bold voice and demanding attitude. “Come in, come in.” She ushered Zahra and Julia into a living room covered in modern black bookshelves from floor to ceiling. Their couch was lime green and papers and file folders covered more than half of it, as well as littered the bottom shelves and all of the end tables. “Sorry for the mess.” Charlotte glared down at the papers. “I take a lot of work home with me.”

			

			
				Zahra said little as Charlotte gave her a tour of the house. She was suddenly shy and overwhelmed by the intellectual clutter that covered every available space like moss, as well as embarrassed at her imposition on their perfect world. Her room and the library, which would be the baby’s room, were on the third floor, while the master bedroom and second bathroom took up the floor below.

				During dinner, they asked question after question about her home, mainly the position of women in the city. Charlotte grilled her on the process of her engagement. Malena poured refills into the hungry mouths of their wine glasses and Zahra’s juice glass as Zahra recounted her story. By the time they served the lasagna, their eyes were bleary and red and their mouths were smiling. The food was delicious, layered like her mother’s macaroni béchamel but without the ground meat or penne. The added layers of ricotta and mozzarella cheese left Zahra asking for seconds and then thirds. For dessert, Malena served a vanilla cake with chocolate icing from the pan, topped with sprinkles and the words Welcome Zahra. Their kindness brought tears to her eyes. Just yesterday she laid in Julia’s extra bedroom, shaking all night for fear that Ali would sniff her out like a wolf and come pounding on their neighbor’s door. Now new friends surrounded her and showered her with affection she had not yet earned.

				Suddenly the phone’s ring broke through their drunken chatter. “I’ll get it,” Charlotte said with a lisp. “We don’t know who might be on the other end.” She picked up the receiver. “Hello?” She listened, then asked in a firm voice, “May I ask who’s calling?” Then she held the receiver to her chest and whispered to Zahra, “It’s someone named Suma. She says it’s important.”

				Zahra nodded and took the phone, and the other women watched as she greeted her sister in Arabic.

				“Zahra?” her sister said in a small, pained voice.

				Right away Zahra knew something was wrong. Suma was a bride-to-be in the middle of planning the wedding of the season, too busy to even answer Zahra’s calls, and yet now she was calling her little sister long distance.

				“Yes, it’s me. What’s wrong?”

				“Zahra…” Her voice trailed off as she struggled to inhale little gasps of air.

				Zahra imagined the worst: a parent dead, the house destroyed, Ali revealing her disappearance.

			

			
				“I don’t even know how to…I can’t…I’m so sorry.”

				“Tell me what’s happened, please. I promise it will all be okay.”

				“It’s Khalid.”

				“Yes? What’s wrong with him?”

				“He’s dead. He was in a plane crash flying back from business in London. The wing clipped a tree, and the whole plane went up in smoke.”

				Silence on both ends. Zahra felt the lasagna begin to ooze back up her throat. She gripped the nearby kitchen counter hard to keep from fainting. Julia got up and held her arm, then guided her to the chair nearest to the landline and rubbed her back like a child. Zahra laid her head on the cool wood but kept the phone pressed to her ear while her sister cried. She never really knew Khalid, but her sister had loved him. Her loss meant yet another happy ending destroyed by fate. And to think that Zahra had left her home and her lover for nothing—there would be no wedding, there would be no family saved by her sacrifice, there would be no…wait.

				“Suma, what about the child?”

				The crying on the other end stopped as suddenly as it started. Zahra felt another clench like the squeeze of a hand around a ball of dough.

				“I’ve already ruined your life,” Suma said. “I don’t know how I can ask you…”

				Zahra wanted to say that it was too late, that nothing her sister could ask of her would ever overpower the loss of Jamila. Instead she asked, “What is it?”

				Suma explained her plan—or rather, Miriam’s plan—and Zahra watched the scene play out in her head. Her sister’s visit to America, eyes wide and smile broad as she sailed through customs; her forged death certificate for the child now illegal in a foreign land. Zahra’s first steps into motherhood while pregnant with her real child, the trials and successes multiplied by two. Her mother’s scheme was not a temporary bandage, but an amputation. Once Zahra adopted this child, with or without the legal paperwork, her life would be permanently altered. A fact that mattered little when weighed against her sister’s reputation, especially when her mother held the scales. But what could she do? If she didn’t take the child, Suma would live the life of an unclean woman, cast out from society and doomed to live her life as a single mother, a role which fate had already cast for Zahra. However, Zahra could embrace single parenthood by accepting that any independent life was better than a life with her husband. Only one of the sisters must suffer, and this way, at least Suma still had a chance to find love again.

			

			
				“Okay, I’ll do it,” Zahra said.

				Suma thanked Allah and then told Miriam Zahra’s answer in the background.

				“Ali will be out of state during that time,” Zahra said. “I think he’ll be working for a company in Ohio, so I’ll be living with friends. I can get you a hotel room nearby—”

				“That sounds perfect, okhtee,” Suma said.

				The three women around the table stared, and for the first time Zahra realized how harsh her language must seem to those who could not understand their emphatic consonants or the volume of their voice. Even the word sister transformed into a jagged mountain in its Arabic form, and the only softness came in the final syllable, ee, the possessive that turned sister into my sister and turned Zahra’s life into her family’s.

				“Don’t worry about me, anything will do,” Suma said. “Thank you.”

				They hung up, and Zahra inhaled deeply before beginning the explanation of what had to happen. She started her story again, but this time she left nothing out: the hot summer day when she woke to the wind of the fan, the journey when she walked through the Eden-like garden of her lover, the tea when her sister revealed the child growing inside of her. Even across an ocean, she had shielded her family from scrutiny the first time she spoke, but now she needed her friends to understand. She layered this new truth on top of the first truth like topsoil on top of subsoil, until they formed a solid ground she could stand on—a ground from which she could ask Malena and Charlotte for help. If they said no, she would carry her small bag back to her basement and plead her case to Ali, beg him to raise Suma’s child as his own, but the favor would come at a price so high she might not ever pay it off.
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				Months later, Zahra sat in a living room that felt like her own, flipping through channels and heaving her rounded body up from the pleather sofa so she could pace the neon green runner. Charlotte and Malena had left for their weekly date night about an hour before, and Zahra was glad. She needed that time to compose herself, to brace for the child’s arrival, to think. She wore a loose dress, a baby shower present from Julia, with dark blue tulips in distracting swirls that hid her weight. Recently, she had left the house without a hijab for the first time since her arrival in America, and despite the cool spring air, the sun was like warm fingers on her scalp and the wind like her mother’s caress. Since then, she had not covered her head or arms. Though the sight of her naked head in a mirror made her pause, she knew that the decision to wear it was Ali’s. The cover was an act of submission to him, not her God, and that if she returned to the gauzy scarves tucked in the back of her closet, she would do so by choice.

			

			
				At eight, she heard a soft knock and opened the door. Suma looked tired from her journey. The red patches on her cheeks and neck revealed she had been crying during the cab ride. She had gained a bit of weight during her pregnancy, but not enough to be considered healthy. The blue baby carrier was slung over one of her arms and from inside his cushioned seat, her new son looked up at Zahra with a solemn gaze and waited for an introduction.

				“Hello, baby Nor,” Zahra whispered.

				As soon as she said his name, Suma crumpled like a tent in a heavy storm. Zahra reached for the baby seat and caught the handle before it toppled, and just like that he was hers to protect. Suma gave in to her pain—the pain that would haunt every minute of every day, the pain of loss that Zahra knew more than anyone else. Zahra put one hand on Suma’s head and one on her shoulder, ignoring the weight of the baby carrier on her arm, and awkwardly rocked her older sister. Her sister’s tears dampened her dress. She took Suma’s hand and tried to lead her inside, but Suma leaned on the metal railing and refused to walk through the doorway.

				“I can’t. I can’t see him here. His real home is with me, and I want to remember him that way.”

				“Suma, if you’ve changed your mind…”

				Suma laughed. The bitterness had already poisoned her voice. “It was never my mind, and you know that better than anyone. When I think back to last August, I feel so sick I can’t leave my bed. When I think of what I asked you to do…”

				“It’s okay.” Zahra tried to soothe her. “I will take care of everything.”

				The cabbie waited on the street corner, and Suma nodded for him to continue waiting, then shoved a second bag of baby clothes, toys, and diapers onto Zahra’s free arm. Inside she would later find a folder of meticulous notes on Nor’s likes and dislikes, a list of his favorite toys and his bedtime routine. Then Suma knelt on the stoop so that she could take one last look at her son. She touched his forehead with her fingers and whispered, “Salam, habibi.” Then she turned away, ran to the cab, and disappeared.

			

			
				Zahra carried Nor inside and hoisted him onto the couch. He dozed with his mouth in a perfect O, like the little Russian dolls her mother kept on her bedroom dresser who lived inside of each other. A full head of hair had already sprouted on his head, thick curls like his father’s and the same nose as well. She reached out to stroke one of his chubby cheeks. When he did not wake up, she clicked the seatbelt open and picked him up, surprised by how heavy he was in her arms. His body lay right next to his soon-to-be sister’s, separated only by a few layers of skin and muscle from which the baby would emerge like Muhammad from the cave on Mount Hira. At one point, Nor put his hand against Zahra’s stomach. Zahra wondered if the fetus was doing the same, like two people pressing their hands against glass. All three stayed that way, still and content, until Charlotte and Malena returned home.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 10

				Cairo, May 2010

				On the walk home from Rose’s, Aisha saw a bustling coffee shop a few blocks from the apartment and decided she needed caffeine before she faced her grandmother. Back home, she had spent almost every weekend in a local coffee shop, especially on early Sunday mornings when tired mothers and fathers brought their whole families for cookies and chocolate milk. The little girls with perfect pigtails would flounce to the counter and demand pink cakes and sugar cookies with rainbow sprinkles while the little boys wanted dark chocolate drinks that imitated their fathers’ cups of espressos. Aisha had watched their fathers lift them and swing them in the air like one would study an animal in a zoo. She noted the little girls’ smiles as they confidently put up their arms to be held, their expectation that everyone would shower them with love and affection when they showed off their new boots or a new pair of sneakers.

				Aisha had not longed for her father then, for she knew that even if he were around, he would never dote on her. Yet she sometimes pretended that one of those men was her father and imagined how different things would have been. What would her life have been like stripped of its struggle and sadness like a carcass of its meat? Would she have said yes to one of the boys in her high school homeroom who slipped her a note about a movie playing that weekend? Would she have agreed to attend a party where she could drink and fade into the music and friendly chatter with frat brothers in polo shirts? Would school have been easier for her if she had a father to quiz her on geometry or attend the parent teacher conferences where her instructors called her smart, but too serious and often abrasive, or too mature for her own good, and Zahra had struggled to explain their life in a way that an outsider could understand?

				Aisha had skipped prom, skipped her graduation ceremony, and skipped choosing a career. Instead, she had moved home with a lovely certificate that said Bachelor of Arts in Women, Gender, & Sexuality Studies and resumed the life of solitude she preferred, her mother on the other side of the closed door trying to reason with her. She felt herself drifting, the days like clouds passing around her as she tried to find something to hold on to. Then the word Cairo had shone through the fog like a neon road sign. She would spend a few months in Cairo, she decided, digging for her roots, and come back to America as someone else. She just hadn’t imagined those roots would take the form of a dead brother and a grandmother who resembled Gamal Abdel Nasser.

			

			
				As she opened the door of the coffee shop, saturated by the memories of the many American fathers who had played an unknown role in her life, she felt less sure than ever before that she would find herself.

				Inside, men surrounded small tables topped with chessboards and tea trays. Those standing watched the soccer game on a small, fuzzy TV screen or yelled political arguments at each other from across the room. Once the door closed with a fwump and the men turned to stare, Aisha realized she was the only woman. As nonchalantly as possible, she walked to an empty chair in the corner and ordered a cappuccino then pretended to read a spare newspaper on the seat next to her so she didn’t have to meet the stares of the other patrons. Eventually the chatter commenced, and she could study the men around her—the old men with crooked teeth and hand-rolled cigarettes dangling from their mouths; the young athletes with tight T-shirts and crisp, new jeans; and the middle-aged businessmen in button-downs and shiny shoes.

				“Kareem,” one of the young men with a potbelly and black glasses called across the room, “finish that game and get over here. I’m trying to convince these two idiots that they know nothing about soccer.”

				“One second, I’m about to win,” the man at the table next to her shouted.

				She turned to see a mop of black, curly hair tied back with a piece of black twine and two focused brown eyes evaluating the chessboard in front of him. Across the table sat a man in his nineties, so old that when he moved a piece his hands rattled the whole board in a series of short staccatos. He had a child’s impish grin. The two must have been related, since they shared the same mouthpiece when they smoked the apple pie scented tobacco from their shisha pipe.

				The minute Aisha saw the young man, something stirred inside her like the early morning growls of her stomach but stronger, a pull in her gut that made her grip the table to keep from fainting. Her hands trembled, and her heartbeat quickened, bum-bum bum-bum bum-bum, synchronized with the old man’s tap-tap tap-tap, as if his hands moved her heart, not the pawns. She knew nothing about the man with long hair and a white pullover shirt, less than any of the friends who had asked her to the movies or the men of her own culture who had tried to persuade her to join the Egyptian Club at American University, and yet something about him seemed familiar. He was comfortable with his body in a way she had never been with hers. The way he leaned back into his chair or crouched over the board, like a cat waiting to pounce, was playful, goofy, but not childish. His legs were taut beneath his jeans so they filled the fabric when he used them to see over the board from his opponent’s point of view. Aisha thought he must have played soccer regularly. After years of avoiding men, giving them fake numbers and passing them off to her friends when they persisted in e-mailing her, calling her, showing up at her dorm room, or offering to tutor her, suddenly she wished for a set of experiences that would guide her through the minefield of speaking to someone she felt attracted to.

			

			
				“I may not have ever beaten you, but there’s a first for everything.” Kareem waved one of his pieces dramatically and then crushed one of the old man’s knights.

				“Kareem, my boy, how many times do I have to tell you not to assume you know your opponent’s plans? The minute you guess, you’re wrong.” The old man moved his. “Checkmate.”

				Kareem’s smile froze and then disappeared. She imagined him trying to reconstruct the battle in his mind like a general on a bloody field. One hand ran through his hair and the other pointed out remembered movements until he figured out the old man’s strategy.

				“When will I learn? I yield to your skills again, Superman.”

				She recognized the nickname, and before she could control herself, a giggle escaped her milk-lined lips. Both men turned to look at her, and she felt the unfamiliar desire to disappear. She searched in the archive index of her brain for a witty comment, throwing ideas like typed cards until the floor was covered and all of the drawers were empty, but luckily the old man saved her.

				“Come on over here, little lady, and let me get a better look at you.” His English was perfect, and he even managed to imitate a bit of a Southern drawl when he spoke. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a pretty woman up close.”

				Aisha rose, coffee cup in hand, and walked over to their table while Kareem stared.

				“My name is Majdy, and this is my grandson Kareem.”

				“Nice to meet you.” The English words were already strange to her adjusted ears. “I’m Aisha.”

				“Kareem, get Aisha a chair,” the old man told his grandson in Arabic.

			

			
				Kareem quickly stood up and offered her the one he had been sitting on. Then he grabbed a third chair from a nearby table, the lean muscles in his arms appearing like rocks dug from earth.

				“So,” Majdy continued, “you find yourself a tourist in your own country. Drowning in more relatives than you know what to do with, trying to avoid the men who follow you through the streets, wondering where you can get a real breakfast that doesn’t involve butter cookies and Nescafe. You can’t, by the way, so you might as well stop looking. Beyond that, tell us what you think about Cairo.”

				“Please excuse my grandfather,” Kareem said in Arabic. “He’s travelled all over the world, and sometimes he thinks it gives him permission to be nosy.”

				“I don’t mind,” Aisha said. “It took some getting used to, but I love it here. I’ve already made friends, and I’m living with my grandparents, so I get to see Cairo from the inside. The food is incredible, much different than in America, though I do miss a plain old American coffee.” The words left her mouth like birds from a cage, but they had no meaning to her, just a cloud of bones and feathers that she hoped made sense to the two men across the table. She could barely breathe, and the weight of his eyes drew a layer of sweat to her skin, as if he was the kiln and she was a pot hoping not to crack. “What do you two do?”

				“I’m a professional tea drinker and chess player, occasional nap-taker, and leader of all things conversational.”

				“He’s a former engineer for EGYPTAIR,” Kareem said in the exasperated yet playful voice he seemed to reserve for his grandfather. “When I graduated from school, I joined my uncle’s construction business to learn from him, and eventually I’ll start my own with the funds left from my father’s inheritance.”

				He seemed more comfortable talking shop than making small talk and as he continued, she was glad to see him passionate about his future. Yet she was also a little jealous, in the same way she was jealous of everyone back home with their designer suits and fancy cars. That glint in his eye was the same one she yearned for—the light that would lead him to a happy, successful life; the same light she, tracking its scent like a hunting dog, had travelled to Egypt to find. Yet this was the closest she had come. She wanted to capture his passion in a bell jar and study it, test its strengths and weaknesses, and deconstruct its chemical makeup. But for now, she just listened as he painted the picture of his future company while trying not to swoon.

			

			
				Eventually, she noticed the time and excused herself from the table. “My grandparents will worry about me.” Though she waited for him to comment on her age and independence, Kareem simply nodded. He understood that graduating from college meant nothing to the relatives who needed to know everywhere they went and everyone they saw. He also would have understood if she had told him about her grandmother’s choice of friends, or the way she delicately folded a hijab and set it on Aisha’s bed every morning in case she changed her mind.

				In America, she had stopped explaining it all to her classmates and friends, exasperated by their strange looks when she spoke of the Quran or Muhammad or the month of Ramadan, but here everyone understood. It felt as though they shared one collective memory, and all she had to do was say a word for them to understand how she felt. Yet that was not quite right either, because her Egyptian memory was a selective one, pared down from her years in The States to just the essentials passed on by her mother and intertwined with her American memory like a double helix strand of DNA. Though she longed to fit in, she realized every day how similar to bioengineered plant she was, living in the same garden as her friends and family, yet always standing out against their homogeneity.

				“We hope to see you again soon.” Majdy stood and motioned for Kareem to do the same. “You know where to find us.”

				“Yes, I’ll definitely be back” She reached for her purse to pay, but Majdy waved her hand away.

				“This is Cairo. You don’t pay.”

				“Thank you.”

				As she started the short walk home, Kareem jogged towards her with a loping gazelle gait, overtaking her in just two seconds. She checked to make sure she had her purse at her side.

				“I was wondering if you wanted a tour guide of the city,” he said.

				“Oh, do you know someone?”

				“Me.”

				She tried to tamper her excitement. Perhaps he was just being friendly, or his grandfather had pressured him to chase after her. “Sure, that would be nice.”

				“Great. Should I get your phone number?”

			

			
				She imagined her grandmother interrogating Kareem over the phone. Where was he born, and how many siblings did he have, and where did his grandparents come from? “You know what, e-mail is probably better. We’re always out visiting relatives anyway, so I’d miss your calls.”

				“E-mail is perfect.” He entered her address in a note in his phone then put out his hand. Their fingers interlocked, and he bent down and planted a kiss directly on the dorsal side of hers. His lips lingered on her skin for only a brief moment, but the tingle surged through her whole body. He looked up at her and grinned.

				“Never trust a man here who kisses your hand.” He winked then released her and disappeared back into the coffee shop.

				When she arrived at home, her grandparents were sitting in the living room watching some kind of competitive singing show. At the sound of the door closing, her grandmother turned down the volume and twisted her waist with difficulty to look at Aisha. “Selma called to make sure you arrived safely. That was over an hour ago.”

				“Ana asif,” she apologized. “I got distracted and took a wrong turn.”

				Her grandmother searched her eyes, and Aisha wondered how much Miriam knew about the night before.

				“She told us you saw Nor this morning at the market.”

				Now both of her grandparents were staring at her, and she realized that they were waiting to see if she was angry at them for not telling her. She had forgotten that Selma and Rose said they would plant the seed of Aisha and Nor’s meeting in case her grandparents heard about it from the other relatives—more accurately, when they heard about it, since there were no secrets in Cairo. That was why Selma had called. At least Aisha could finally express some of her anger and frustration from a position of strength, since she was the only innocent party in the situation, she thought, but before she could say a word her grandmother continued.

				“We made the choices we were forced to make for our family, and that is the end of it.” Then she turned back to the TV, raised the remote, and turned the volume up so loud that the neighbors three houses down could probably hear it.

				Aisha fumed as she walked towards her bedroom. Yes, her mother had lied to her, but at least she didn’t have a choice. Her grandmother orchestrated the whole thing like Majdy with his chess set, moving each of them whenever it suited her, removing one of them if they stepped out of their assigned square.

			

			
				When Aisha had originally arrived in Cairo she had done so with the desire to find herself, the adult self who would step back into America with clear goals and take steps to reach them, but right then she felt more childish than ever. Perhaps she should have just spoken up, forgotten the social regulations, and just told her grandmother where she could stick her suggestions, then walked into her room and started packing her bags. But the thought of arriving at Dulles as the same woman who had left, walking into her room and putting on an old Clash record and waiting for the time to pass, made her hold her tongue.

				“Oh, Aisha,” Miriam yelled over the competition without turning it down. “Wear something nice today. One of your new dresses.”
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				Nor picked Aisha up in front of the apartment building in his beat-up gray Lada Niva. He sat back in the driver’s seat with one elbow resting on the ledge and the other confidently placed on the steering wheel. With his wide-brimmed leather hat, he looked like an Egyptian Indiana Jones.

				“I hope you only wear that hat around family.” She circled the front of the car. “And what’s with the off-road vehicle? What are you, an archeologist?”

				“Actually, yeah, pretty much.”

				She climbed in next to him and noticed he was not wearing his seat belt.

				“I’m an Egyptologist,” he said. “Or at least that’s what I’m getting my doctorate in. Being fluent in English helps a lot.”

				“I can see that, actually. You used to spend all afternoon playing those adventure video games or writing messages with your hieroglyphic stamps.”

				“I forgot all about that stamp collection, I should buy another one. At least I didn’t spend my time breaking our furniture, always jumping on everything, and scratching up my toys.”

				Their teasing felt natural and for a second, it seemed like they were back in their living room in DC. Nor started the car and pulled into the city traffic. They continued to reminisce about their old games and old friends who had long since moved away from the apartment complex. She could not get over the image of Nor driving, the way he navigated between honking Fiats and Chevys and remembered all of the many street names and turns. Maybe there were two Nors existing at the same time: one who had grown up with her, with video games and ice cream trips, and soccer camp; and another who had grown up on the streets of Cairo.

			

			
				“Where are we going?” she asked him when they ran out of childhood memories to relive.

				“It’s a surprise. We’re almost there.”

				The surroundings shifted from tall buildings to shorter ones with more trees, a few gardens, and water. They came to a stop at a park in the middle of the city and as Aisha stepped down from the car and walked towards the jasmine bushes on her left, she could barely believe they were still in Cairo. Stone walkways striped the park, decorated with star and square patterns and small fountains that children stood on in bare feet. In the distance, she could see trees that lined the paths with their palms outstretched like soldiers with their swords crossed.

				“It’s beautiful.”

				Nor came up behind her. “It’s called Al-Azhar. I remember how much you loved parks. Listen, before we go inside, there’s one more thing I have to tell you. When I came back to Cairo, they couldn’t just tell everyone the truth—”

				“Yes, I’m beginning to see that is a social faux pas in our family.”

				“—so they told them my mother had adopted me. A single woman adopting a boy and living with him is rare in this country as it violates our religious beliefs, but somehow they smoothed it all over and everyone accepted me.”

				“How ironic, considering you’re the firstborn son. Why are you telling me all of this now?”

				“Because our entire extended family is sitting beneath that palm tree.”

				Aisha’s gaze followed his finger to a large crowd of strangers spread out on a quilt covered in picnic baskets about fifty feet away. They must have been watching them talk, waiting for the signal, for as soon as Nor pointed at them the younger ones stood and waved. The adults got up, too, and the whole family migrated towards her like travelers emerging from the desert. She recognized only one face in the crowd, her Aunt Suma, but she could tell which were her blood relatives from how similar to her mother and Nor they looked—the sharp noses; the round lips; the thick, wavy hair. A few of the men dwarfed her, finally explaining her height. One of the older women looked exactly how Aisha would look in twenty years. There were so many, like a flock of birds moving around her, she could not take in more than a brief impression of their faces. At least more than half of her cousins and uncles had names that stemmed from Muhammad, so if she forgot a name, she had a fifty-fifty shot.

			

			
				She did recognize one person, a plump, veiled woman with deep wrinkles who sat on a chair waiting for Aisha to greet her. Aisha ran to her Aunt Suma and wrapped her arms around her waist as she had as a child. Suma smelled of cooking, smoke, and jasmine perfume, the same perfume she had smelled of the last time Aisha saw her. Aisha remembered because Suma had given her a tiny glass bottle of the scent that still reminded her of the day they lost her brother.

				“Hello, habibti.” Suma rose and engulfed Aisha in a proper hug.

				The heat forced their bodies together, and when Suma pulled away, Aisha could feel the lingering warmth and sweat on the entire front surface of her body.

				“It’s been so long,” Suma said.

				They shared a knowing look, but there was no privacy in such a large group.

				Her relatives spread their carefully prepared dishes as one would spread the great feast on Eid al-Fitr then gathered around the plates balanced on the blankets and waited for her to begin. One of her cousins had brought ceramic bowls and silverware, so the small children struggled with the stacks and passed a bowl to each family member before clattering a fork and knife inside. On her left was a plate of halawa, sesame paste with pistachio pearls frozen inside like a conglomerate rock, and on her right was a mesh dip made with tomato and gibna domiati, a cheese made in North Egypt from buffalo milk. The smell of fatta, usually eaten only at celebrations, spread garlic and stewed beef scents into the air. She had eaten little since dinner at Selma’s the night before, just a few biscuits and the coffee Majdy had bought her at the shop, and her stomach rumbled loudly beneath the chatter about neighbors and wedding prospects.

				While they devoured dish after dish, the younger children asked her to tell stories about her home in America. She spoke in a line tangent to her thoughts, sifting through the truth for a few nuggets about her friends and life in DC that she could share: the prevalence of technology, the metro ride in and out of the city, and the clothes the young city women wear. They were amazed by her story of the latest snowstorm, so deep that her bus had slid down Wisconsin Avenue in Georgetown and the driver made them all walk to Foggy Bottom, and so long she had a whole week off from school. They marveled at her descriptions of the Smithsonian Museums and the monuments and her late night walks with her friends when they spent the wee hours of the morning at the feet of Abraham Lincoln. The idea of the American homeless surprised them—the poor women and men on the side of their streets did not belong in their visions of The Dream—and even more so, the protestors who chose to camp out on the doorstep of banks and businesses with grungy dreadlocks and cardboard signs. When she explained the cost of a movie at an American cinema, they gasped.

			

			
				“I would love to go to America,” one of her cousins with a stylish peasant top and jeans said. Her voice was heavy with longing as she rested her chin on her hand.

				“It’s nice,” Aisha said, “but there’s a lot of things Cairo has that America doesn’t have.”

				“Such as?” the young girl asked.

				“This.” Aisha pointed to the empty ceramic bowls and pans, the children napping in their mother’s laps, the teenagers kicking a soccer ball back and forth through the thin grass. “If you go to America, you go alone.”

				Nor looked up at her from across the blanket, but she averted her eyes.

				“You’re lucky to have your whole family around you,” Aisha said.

				“Ha.” The girl glanced behind her to check on the location of her mother. “You only say that because you don’t know. Family can be suffocating. You can’t eat or breathe without someone watching over your shoulder. My sister had to get married just so my mom would stop spying on her.”

				Aisha settled back onto her elbows, the sun bright and hot on her neck, and listened to the foreign sounds of family. They sat close together, their knees barely touching but just enough to know the others were there, and they spoke in layers, one person over the next like the harmonious parts of a round. Her uncles played backgammon. The click-click of dice on board was similar to the clink of glasses of tea her aunts purchased from a small boy ladling cups from a metal tub at his feet. The sounds were all in time with the smack of the soccer ball between sneakered feet. When one team cheered, every head turned to watch the goal.

				One of many, so different than the lone wolf mentality of the West, so different than the quiet dinners she used to eat while her mother worked the night shift. It was a feeling she wanted to soak in as she would a bath and let surround her. In the heat, sweat dripped down her breast bone, and when a droplet fell from her cousin’s knee onto her ankle, she could not tell the difference between them. She thought of her mother, around whom both truth and lies revolved, across the ocean, sitting alone in their tiny apartment on Wisconsin Avenue.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 11

				America, May 1993

				Suma came to visit when Aisha turned six. It was only her second time visiting, and Zahra could not help thinking of the first time when she had first rented a bedroom from Charlotte and Malena. That time Suma had stayed only one night in a hotel, after which she never came back. Visiting would have been too painful. Zahra was gone from her life, simply a distant memory of a late night tea, and Suma was a ghost of the strong woman she used to know.

				When she saw her sister across the airport terminal, the first thing Zahra noticed was how old she looked. Her body had lost all of its shape beneath the layers of loose skin and weight and her eyes, normally bright blue, were dark like water beneath a slick sheen of oil. Zahra’s first reaction was to try to peel it all away, to unwrap her sister like a gift from old newspaper, to find what might still remain there as embers glowing at the center. She embraced the new Suma anyway, then gave her the chance to hug Aisha, who looked lost with her skinny arms sticking out from Suma’s sides like a scarecrow’s. Aisha emerged alive but seemed slightly dizzy from the tight squeeze. Her daughter had already begun to enter the tomboy stage.

				“Welcome back,” Zahra said to Suma in Egyptian Arabic, as though she had been gone on a short vacation. Zahra had to think that way, in short intervals, or else she might cling to her sister and never let her leave again. She added as an afterthought, “I missed you very much.” It was true, though the pain of it had faded years ago.

				“Zahra…” Suma started, but no words came out, and she just looked at her sister.

				“It’s okay.” Zahra put her hand on Suma’s back because she could not reach her arm all the way around her sister’s waist. “We have the entire day to talk.”

				On Aisha’s request, they decided to spend the day in a large park in Virginia that she and her mother visited on weekends. Zahra’s son Nor often opted out of their adventures, choosing instead to sit on one of his friend’s couches and play video games. Zahra could not help indulging him, even at six years old, when he spoke of the misery of the park—the pollen, the bugs, the dirty water—and the importance of reaching the next level of some dragon slayer game she had bought him a few weeks ago. Aisha, on the other hand, was identical to Zahra as a child. She could play in a pile of dirt for hours without getting bored. Zahra loved to watch her daughter find the adventures of the forest, as she would have, had there been such luscious expenses of vegetation in Cairo. Sometimes Zahra joined her, gallivanting through the trees or kicking up stones. Most of the time, she watched from the distance and let the waters of her memories rise around her, mirroring the stream she sat by.

			

			
				It was hard to tell how much of their conversation Aisha could understand. Zahra tried to sit with her every week and watch Arabic cartoons, and at night she read books about the Muslim holidays in an attempt to at least introduce the language to Aisha the way she would have made her taste grape leaves or dried dates. These small diversions from her American life were hard for Zahra, and she prepared for the sound of her native language or the taste of a holiday food and the impending sadness/sweetness that came with each one. Occasionally, she heard her daughter whispering the words to one of the Arabic songs they listened to in the car as though she wanted to protect her mother from sadness by not letting her hear.

				As they drove to the park, Zahra put one of these cassette tapes into the player, and Suma smiled when the beautiful voice of Amr Diab filled their silence. These songs were old, so the children in Egypt would no longer know them. To Zahra though, her city remained as unaltered as Amr Diab’s physique, as unaltered as the dessert. When she returned in her mind, her parents were the same age, her house had the same new furniture, and her friends sat outside in the schoolyard gossiping about the new romances of their age.

				There were two parks within easy driving distance of their house in DC, which was one of the reasons Zahra loved the city and its blend of office buildings and scenic routes. It was both beautiful and functional, like an antique silver brush. Often when she finished work, she found a bench or outside seating area where she could sit and drink coffee, watch the city breathe, and remember. That day they were driving back from Dulles, so she decided to visit a park in Fairfax that had less familiarity than Rock Creek Park and the much smaller Meridian Hill Park.

				As Zahra parked the car, Suma took in the flat stretch of grass surrounded by a row of trees, the children’s park with old green slides, a few swings, and the paths into the forest. On days when children covered the playground, they formed gangs of playmates who wanted to play dogs, when they crawled around on all fours and ruined their clothes, or jail, when they sat behind bars and pretended to be prisoners. Zahra seemed like the only mother disturbed by where the children’s imaginations took them, the only one not using her child as an excuse to sit with other women and complain about her husband, but she made chitchat and practiced her English for Aisha’s sake. Unlike the other children who focused only on the playground, Aisha seemed to genuinely enjoy the natural setting.

			

			
				She often ran over to her mother out of breath and pointed towards the other side of the river until she could manage to speak. “There’s”—huge breath—“an”—huge breath—“enormous snake!” Then Zahra would climb over the rocks with her, letting the small waves splash and wet her jeans, and they watched the garden snake slither back off the path.

				“Mom, can I go play on the stepping stones?” Aisha jumped out of the car.

				Suma was still prying herself out with one hand on the frame of the car and the other pushing off the seat, and Zahra fought the urge to push her from the other side like toothpaste through a crusted top.

				“Sure, just stay where I can see you,” Zahra said to Aisha in English, though her daughter was already running towards the river. “Be careful!”

				“Shouldn’t we go with her?” Suma asked, panicked.

				“She’ll be okay.”

				Zahra led Suma to her favorite rock and sat on the higher part so Suma could take the lower ledge. The stone was cool through her jeans, contrasted with the warm sun filtering through the oak tree’s leaves, and gnats swarmed around her face until she waved them away with a lazy hand. Suma eased onto the hard surface, and once she found a comfortable position she adjusted her blouse and hijab. She looked for Aisha, and only after she knew the girl was on one of the stable rocks did she speak.

				“You look good, Zahra.”

				Zahra knew how skinny and sickly she must have looked to her older sister and how much she wanted to ask about the cause. Instead of speaking, Zahra leaned her elbows back and stared silently at the sky.

				“Are you going to tell me what happened?” Suma asked, avoiding Zahra’s eyes.

				“With what?” Zahra did not want to lie to her but she needed to find out how much Suma, and by extension, her parents, knew.

				“It’s obvious you and Ali are not living together. I wanted to be a lawyer, remember? There’s no sign of him, and you slipped up by telling me you and Aisha sleep in one room and the boy sleeps in the other.”

			

			
				“Nor,” Zahra said automatically before she thought.

				“I know his name.”

				There was no point in apologizing, so Zahra traded information for the slip. “You’re right, but I don’t want anyone to know. I think setting us up was Baba and Mama’s greatest accomplishment.”

				“What happened?”

				“Nothing, really. We weren’t in love. There was someone else for both of us…in his case, several someones.” She thought back to the strands of hair on his shirts, the little smudges of lipstick on the back of his neck where only she could see them, and the scent of perfume mixed with sweat. Once, there had even been a bite mark, which she had touched with a curious finger. With time, she had begun to see him without the lens of her hatred and disgust. He had lost his magnification. He reminded her of a lost boy looking for a way to escape this strange country the way she had wanted to escape their marriage. To Ali, America was pure purgatory where he understood no one and controlled nothing but the women waiting for him every night. Even his arranged marriage had failed. His own wife had never told him she loved him.

				“I saw you on the day of your wedding, when it was too late to do anything.”

				Saw her where, Zahra wanted to ask, and with whom, but Suma tactfully changed the subject.

				“You should call Mama and Baba.”

				“They think I’m happily married, making large sums of money, and too busy with my Egyptian social group to call. I think it’s better that way.”

				“What about Aisha? Doesn’t she deserve to know her grandparents?”

				“No child deserves that.”

				They dropped into silence again, and Suma fingered the moss growing between the cracks.

				“Tell me more about you,” Zahra said.

				“I’m doing the same thing I was doing five years ago. Working in Uncle Malik’s shop, going home to rest, doing the same thing the next day. My life is just a series of wakings and sleepings, like a cat but without any of the fun.”

				“How can you do it?” Zahra imagined their elderly uncle but could get no further than the image of him eating oatmeal, globs falling from his mouth like slop from the snout of a pig.

			

			
				“Because if I stop, I remember.” Again Suma turned her head to look for Aisha. “Where is she?”

				They both jumped up, Zahra running and Suma hurrying as fast as she could towards the small stream where Aisha had been playing just minutes before.

				“Aisha!” Zahra tried to curb the panic in her voice. “Where are you?”

				“Mom!” Across the river, Aisha sat up in a tree like a monkey, blissfully ignorant of their panic below. “Look what I did!”

				“Wow, you got so high this time! Be careful coming down.” Zahra took a few paces back and sat down on the grass to wait for her daughter to join them.

				“Shouldn’t we help her, Rah?”

				It felt strange to hear her nickname, like it was the name of an old childhood friend. “She got over there. She can get herself back.”

				Sure enough, within two minutes Aisha skillfully maneuvered her way down the tree and across the rocks, then landed with a small thud on her side. Suma picked her up and hugged her, her focus off in the distance. As she placed the little girl gently on the ground, Suma turned to Zahra and said, “I have to see him, Rah. I have to.”

				Zahra wrapped her arms around her shrinking waist and sank into their support. “Must I give you everything, Suma?”

				Her sister took a step back, as though Zahra had slapped her. The ability to take such hits was a trait Zahra had acquired long ago.

				Suma opened her mouth to speak but instead plopped on the ground and sat, motionless, for a few minutes.

				Aisha came over to Zahra and put her tiny hand in her mother’s larger one. “Mom, what’s wrong with Aunt Suma?” she asked in a concerned, loud whisper.

				Zahra didn’t answer and instead spoke to Suma in a voice she hoped conveyed a confidence she did not feel. “You may see him once. Just see him. Do you understand?” She could no longer see Suma’s blue eyes beneath her squinted lids but she imagined them jumping back and forth. “I know how it feels to want something you cannot have, Suma, but that is life. You made a choice, as did I, and you are six years too late.”

				Suma focused her pained eyes on her sister, but Zahra did not falter. Finally, she cast them down again. “Okay. Just take me to him, and I’ll do what you say.”

				Suma was quiet on the ride home, so the only sounds were Amr Diab crooning about his love and Aisha interrupting his flow to ask blunt questions about her aunt. “Where did she come from? Is she going to sleep over? Can she stay in my room?” Once she determined that her aunt spoke limited English, the questions grew worse and worse. “Is she married? Why is she so fat? Is her husband fat, too?”

			

			
				“Aisha!”

				“What? I’m curious! You say that’s a good thing.”

				“It is when you’re curious about the bugs that live under the sand box or how many babies a pig can have at once. Not when you’re asking inappropriate questions about your aunt while she’s sitting right here.”

				Aisha smiled sweetly at Suma in the rearview mirror and went back to her book of mazes. It took Zahra several years of parenting to get the bag packing down to a science. She could finally prepare an entertainment bag that would keep both Aisha and Nor occupied for at least three hours. This was made even easier by the fact that Nor could play his Gameboy until the battery ran out. She did not understand how he could live more inside the games than real life, jumping through portals to capture dragons or rescuing army soldiers behind enemy lines. The dazed and amazed expression on his face kept him calm on long drives and kept him and Aisha from fighting over the last bag of chips or who got to pick the music.

				Her daughter, on the other hand, preferred real-life battles like the time she fought Charlotte’s new tree with a pointy stick and removed every single one of its leaves like a chef loading a kabob stick. Zahra had always dreamed of having a Christmas tree, though, of course, she did not celebrate the holiday, and one year she had brought a real spruce into their living room along with the fresh scent of the forest. Within an hour, three-year-old Aisha had climbed halfway up the unsteady branches and managed to flip the entire thing over, putting a dent five inches long in their wall. Several times Zahra had wished for a straightjacket to wrap her daughter in just to keep her from jumping on anything, breaking anything, and setting anything on fire. At other times, she remembered climbing the wall back in Cairo and knew which side Aisha got her adventurous nature from.

				When they arrived at the apartment, Zahra sent a prayer up to Allah. Please, give me strength. Then she unlocked the door and swung it open to reveal Nor sitting on the couch playing a video game, lost as always in the world of dragons and knights—lost, that is, until he looked up and saw Suma. Then the Gameboy dropped to his lap, his powerless hands like those of a grandmother laying down her sewing for the night, and he stood up and faced his birth mother with a look Zahra had never seen on the serious face of her little boy. It was the look of an expatriate returning home, a weary traveler setting down his bags in the comfort of an inn, and that look broke Zahra’s heart in a place she had not thought was capable of breaking again.
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				The nights after Nor left with Suma were the worst in Zahra’s life. She barely slept, and when she did, the nightmares of her pregnancy returned like wraiths that haunted every night and day. She and her daughter shared bunk beds—neither of them could bear the thought of sleeping in Nor’s room—and she could hear Aisha’s peaceful sleep above her as she counted and recounted the slats in the wooden frame. What was inside of her was not a demon exactly, more like a feeling trying to claw its way out like a woman buried alive, but it waited every night and it was desperate. She kept seeing visions of Nor, of his first tooth, of the first time he rode a bike without the guide of her hand, of his first day of school when he walked out of her embrace and faced the world alone and unafraid. Had he known all along? Had he felt the absence of his birth mother like Zahra had felt the absence of her lover, the ache inside his ribs so strong he had to hug his sides to keep them from collapsing?

				When they left, Nor had reached up and taken Suma’s hand, an act of love he had not shown Zahra since he was a toddler. They fit together, mother and son. Even in her pain, Zahra could not deny that they needed each other. At the last moment he had turned, ran back to her. He took both of her hands in his like a man ten times his years. The mouth made by his fingers was so small that they could only hold the tips of hers.

				“You understand.” His eyes were serious behind his glasses.

				No matter how hard she tried to shield her children from her loss, they had sniffed it out. Her longing was like a third child in their mismatched family, and it had become an unspeakable part of each of them.

				Now she had to bear yet another loss with the grace and composure expected of her as both a mother and a daughter. She walked to the bathroom like a woman possessed and proceeded to wash every inch of her feverish body in the porcelain tub where her children used to play with rubber ducks and mini trucks. She paid special attention to her face and feet. In the bedroom, she found her prayer rug carefully tucked in the bottom drawer of her dresser, dusty from the many years it had lain in undisturbed slumber, and spread it in front of the desk.

			

			
				Her feet were shoulder width apart, grounded like trees, and when she felt steady enough she raised her hands and whispered, “Allahu Akbar,” softly into the sky.

				Her body sunk back into the familiar routine of prayer. The supplications and verses she had memorized long ago rose like steam and surrounded her with a comfort she had not thought possible when she let go of Nor’s hand for the last time. Her hands dropped to her knees, preparing to bend, and then she heard a rustle next to her and froze.

				Aisha stood beside to her in the same position, her mirror, and it felt like Zahra was watching herself as a child when her father had first showed her how to praise God. Zahra looked straight ahead and bent her back and Aisha did the same. In synchronized movements, they both straightened again and whispered, “Allahu Akbar,” before kneeling and moving into sajdah position with their foreheads on the ground.

				Aisha completed the entire cycle without pause, the prayers as natural to her as climbing a tree or reciting her favorite storybook. This too was a sign from God, a sign that her daughter would bring the serenity of acceptance she prayed for. Zahra rolled up her rug and placed it back in the drawer, where it would remain until the next night. Her rug was soon joined by a smaller rug purchased for Aisha at the local Arab grocery. Only then did Aisha run into her empty arms and pat her mother’s sweat-soaked hair as Zahra cried for all that she had lost.

				“It’s okay, Mommy,” Aisha whispered. “I’m here.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 12

				Cairo, May 2010

				The day Aisha met Kareem passed slowly. She waited until she heard her grandparents descend into sleep, then turned her computer on and anxiously waited for her e-mail to load. Right away, she saw his name in her inbox and could breathe again, though she struggled with the English letters he used to write Arabic sounds.

				Aisha,

				It was a pleasure meeting you today and I would like to see you again if you feel the same. Tomorrow at 2:00 PM, in front of the café?

				Kareem

				Not exactly the love letter she had been hoping for…then again, perhaps he was as nervous as she was. Her fingers hovered over the keys like bees over a flower before plunging into its pollen center. She typed out about ten draft replies, all shorter and more abrupt than his and that sounded as if a robot could have typed them, then she finally gave up and hit send. She had never had to think this much before she spoke, never felt the pressure to hold back her abrasive tone when she was angry or her joyous laughter when she was happy, and she realized not only did she have to adjust to the language of Egypt but the masks as well. As Selma had said about her grandmother, if she played along with their games, she would be free. It would take all of her self-control, but there was something about Kareem that felt worth it.

				The next afternoon, she told her grandmother that she was going to Selma’s then called her friend from a pay phone. “I need you to do me a huge favor.”

				“What kind of trouble are you about to get yourself into? Can I come?”

				She imagined Selma as one of the dating coaches in so many American films, whispering dating tips into a tiny speaker in her ear. “No, not this time. I met a guy, and he wants to take me out this afternoon.”

				“A guy? Who is he? Is he Egyptian? Where did you meet him? Do I know him?”

				“Selma, calm down! He’s just this Egyptian I met in a coffee shop.”

				“Fine, well, of course I’ll cover for you. Is he religious?”

			

			
				“I guess, why?”

				“You might as well start picking out your wedding dress!”

				“Selma, you are being ridiculous.”

				“Okay, okay, pretend I never said anything. But Aisha?”

				“Yes?”

				“I want to be Maid of Honor.” The line went dead.

				Aisha rolled her eyes and put the phone back on the receiver. She met Kareem in front of the coffee shop and right away, she felt ten degrees warmer than during the walk over. Despite the Cairo heat, he wore a tight-fitting black button-down shirt paired with tight jeans and real leather shoes. He was the spitting image of one of the models in Rose’s magazines. Aisha questioned how he could possibly be interested in her when he could date any girl he wanted.

				“You look beautiful,” he said when she walked within hearing distance. “I’m still planning out our day. I forgot to ask what you’ve already seen.”

				“Not much, to be honest. My grandparents are too old to go exploring, so I’ve mostly just seen the four walls of our living room.”

				“Perfect, then we are about to fix that. Even though I’ve seen these sights many times, they never lose their beauty.”

				They took a cab to a clay-red building with an arch like a smaller, plainer version of the Champs-Élysées, and a pair of sphinxes greeted them the way cats waiting by the door for their master to arrive might. The front yard was covered with people, tourists, and tour guides, and Egyptians returning to the familiar museum like she returned over and over again to the Lincoln Memorial. Aisha had never seen so many cameras and smiling faces. After Kareem bought their tickets, he took her elbow and led her through the throng of people and security to the first floor.

				“We only have two hours before our next stop, so this will be a tour on fast-forward,” he joked. “Should you need to pause the tour for any reason, please raise your hand like so.”

				He demonstrated raising his hand, and she giggled at his announcer’s voice and his raised eyebrows. She had been so tense the past week; it felt good to laugh.

				“Now down here we have papyrus scrolls and coins, pretty exciting stuff for we professional archeologists of the group but a little above the recognition of the common man. Then we’ll move on to the good stuff—mummies and King Tut and all those rock star exhibits you Americans are so obsessed with—and then race through the rest of the second floor before petting the cats on the way out and hopping in a cab. Any questions?”

			

			
				She raised her hand.

				“Yes, you in the pretty white dress.”

				“How do you know all of this?”

				They started walking through the scrolls as he explained. “I was a tour guide for a year after I dropped out of school, before I knew my uncle would offer me a position in his construction company. My sister used to do it before she became an accountant, and she helped me train and find clients. For a guy who hated school, learning the facts and memorizing every location’s ins and outs was pretty difficult, but money is money, and I needed some.”

				“And now you help your uncle build apartment buildings?”

				“Pretty much. I have to say that being a tour guide trained me well, since he uses me to talk to clients, manage projects, and field apartment building complaints. I learned all those skills from days with fat Europeans who wanted to climb the pyramids and take pictures with the sphinx, and since then, nothing has been worse. How about you?”

				“School? I graduated from American University this past year with a degree in Women’s Studies but no job yet in that field or any other. That’s part of why I’m here. I need to figure out what I’m going to do with my expensive degree.”

				Kareem stopped her to point out a stone and read her the hieroglyphics, and then they continued on to the mummy room.

				“What’s a ‘Women’s Studies?’” he asked.

				How could she explain this without making it personal? “Well, for example, I wanted to study the treatment of women in Islam, so I took a class about it. I wanted to know about gender and how children grow up knowing how to perform it, so I took a class about drag queens…men who dress as women. This probably all sounds like a foreign language to you.”

				“You can get a degree in all that?”

				“I did, and I loved it.”

				He thought for a minute. “I guess it sounds interesting. There’s not really much of that here, but my sister works and makes most of the money for our household, so I definitely believe women are capable of great things.”

				“What about your parents?” she asked as they walked around the mummies.

			

			
				Before he answered, Kareem explained who each of the eleven queens and kinds was and how he or she had influenced the country while Aisha read the signs and listened to his voice. His mind was like an encyclopedia, and his eyes flickered as though he was turning each page and reading their bios right from it.

				“They died a few years ago, together, in a car accident. Now it’s just my sister and me.” He stopped and looked at her over the glass case, and for the first time, she could see the boy who hid behind the happy-go-lucky persona.

				“I’m so sorry.”

				He looked down at the wrapped remains and said in quiet voice, “I come to this room when I get overwhelmed by work or my family. It reminds me that no matter how much money seems to matter in this world, it won’t come with me in the next one.”

				“That’s a beautiful philosophy.” She looked down at the face of one of the queens, charcoal black but preserved in a petrified sleep, and a shiver ran up her spine.

				He shook off the compliment. “It’s how the Quran tells us to live, but most people ignore it—people like my uncle, who only want power and wealth and don’t care who they have to step on to get it. What is that verse? ‘Mankind will only increase their desire for this world, and they will only go farther and farther away from Allah.’”

				“My mother says the same thing to me. In some ways, you remind me of her.”

				“She must be a smart woman.”

				“She is…smart, kind, and always willing to sacrifice. It can be a lot to live with.”

				“One day she will be rewarded.”

				Kareem’s voice faded into the background as he led her through the rest of the rooms, but Aisha stayed quiet. She felt disconnected from the relics that surrounded her, the gold and jewels so beautiful they looked like props in a film, and the statues always watching through their animal eyes. Images projected on their glass cases, memories of her mother and the father she had grown up without, but who haunted their days like a storm cloud casting a perpetual shadow. She knew the almost constant terror of his return throughout her childhood was why she had avoided the eager men who had chased her across the university yards and through party crowds. It was not just that they might disappear the way Nor did or that they would seek revenge like her father, but that when she did finally find someone who could neutralize her anger, it would mean a life tied to someone else.

			

			
				Right now, she could barely handle being tied to herself. Then Kareem took her hand, a warm press on her palm, and all those thoughts disappeared like drops of water in the desert. His hand fit perfectly around hers. She let the tension drain from her shoulders and neck and arms and enjoyed the comfort of his touch. Perhaps it was time to let someone hold a little of the weight for a while.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 13

				America, March 1987

				During her first month in the new house, Zahra woke in terror from nightmares unlike any she’d ever had. Perhaps it was the baby inside of her, or the fatigue of caring for a second child, or the constant fear that Ali would discover her location and come for her. No matter what the cause, she dreamed every night of the basement kitchen, of a hairy man running at her with a blade, of immigration breaking down the front door and handcuffing her as Nor screamed from his basinet. Her baby was always there too: naked, red, pruney, and just out of reach.

				Malena was a light sleeper, and most nights Zahra woke to a frizzy red head shaking her sweaty shoulders and talking to her in a soothing voice about how everything would be okay if only she would wake up. Nor stared at Zahra from his bed with red, puffy eyes, only ceasing his crying when she stood up and embraced his pudgy form in her shaky arms. She took in the scent of his baby shampoo and forced her breathing to slow along with his, until mother, son, and even Malena inhaled and exhaled together in a hypnotic pulse. Then she placed his heavy head back on his pillow and followed Malena to the kitchen, where her friend heated up a saucer of warm milk and divided it between their two glass mugs. Malena claimed the thick milk contained something called tryptophan which would calm their nerves and help them fall asleep, but Zahra suspected that for the most part the milk was more comfort than sleep aid. Either way, she enjoyed the quiet part of the night when just she and Malena sipped their mugs like she had done with her sister in Cairo on nights before a test, two women taking solace in the other’s company while they waited for the arrival of morning.

				One day when Zahra came home from a long day at the restaurant where she earned her keep and a few dollars of extra spending money, Julia was waiting for her at the dining room table with a manila folder spread out in front of her.

				“What is it?” Zahra unwrapped her apron and laid it across the island chair, then did the same with her black button-down shirt so that only her tank top and dress pants stood between her and her comfortable house clothes. She yanked the scrunchy from her ponytail and let her hair relax into its newfound freedom, the tingle of her scalp almost painful, then sat down across from Julia and massaged feeling back into the sore skin.

			

			
				“I want to show you something, but brace yourself; it’s pretty graphic.” Julia swiveled the folder and pushed it across the table so Zahra could see its contents.

				When Zahra turned the page, she saw the familiar angles of Ali’s naked body, dark against the spidery blonde woman with her naked legs wrapped around him.

				“How did you get this?”

				“That’s only the beginning. Keep flipping, if you think you can bear it.”

				Zahra paged through the stack. The positions and hair colors changed like a designer’s look-book, but the man wearing them stayed the same. She recognized his triumphant sneer, the raising of one side of his lip as he thrust his way into a new conquest, the tight grip on their arms visible even in the semi-darkness. In the car, he had let his prey climb onto his lap, and behind the restaurant, he pushed them against the dirty wall. In the diner kitchen, when no customers waited for their meals, they lay belly-down on the metal table. Zahra was not surprised by his behavior, nor by the sheer number of women who stared at her husband with the kind of love and admiration he had always wanted from her. However, the thought of how he had dropped every single one for a younger, more attractive model made her so angry she shoved the folder away so hard that it fell off the table.

				“I’m sorry. I know that must have been quite a shock. But you know what this means, don’t you? Now you have him right where you want him.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“He cheated on you while he was married, which gives you grounds for a divorce as well as evidence to ruin his reputation in Egypt, should you so desire. You can use these time stamped photos to blackmail him and he’ll have to help you get your green card and let you have the child or face the consequences back home.” Julia collected the scattered photographs then closed the folder and placed it on the corner of the table. “I’ll leave the choice to you, but know that if you don’t take advantage of this opportunity, there may not be another one. He will find you, and he will take your child. Let me know when you’ve contacted him and set up a meeting place, and we’ll take over from there.”

				Julia squeezed Zahra’s shoulder and then walked out the front door, leaving Zahra with the photographs and the weight of the decision resting squarely on her shoulders. On the one hand, she could not bear the thought of seeing Ali again. Even thinking of sitting near him sent panic through her whole body. On the other hand, she knew that Julia was right. She rested a hand on her belly and sat that way for a long time, so long that it was almost time for Malena and Charlotte to return with Nor, and then she reached for the phone. With a shaking hand, she dialed the telephone number of Ali’s diner.
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				Zahra met Ali at three a.m., after he finished his shift. The diner smelled of smoke, cleaning fluids, and pastry dough. It was mostly empty except for a group of teenagers eying her from their corner booth. Ali looked different than she had remembered, older, with a few white hairs in his new beard. He was an Ahmed after all, used to the pampering and pandering of his parents and peers. Hard labor in a diner full of drunks and truck drivers was probably not his idea of a career. Even seeing him behind the kitchen counter sent fear through her body, a visceral response that made her look around for something to throw up in if the time came. Ali nodded to the Hispanic man who took over the kitchen in his absence, removed his apron and hat with the diner logo sewn on the front, and collapsed into the booth seat across from her. He raised his eyebrows when he saw her baby bump but didn’t mention it, just grinned and motioned for a tall, blonde woman at the hostess stand to take their order. After the young lady scurried to their side, she shot Zahra a jealous look. Zahra thought she recognized her face from one of the driver’s seat photographs, the one with the pale white back and scorpion tattoo.

				Zahra ordered a decaf coffee, her stomach too upset to take in the greasy meat or sugar-coated pancakes pictured on the front of the menu. Ali told the woman to bring him a stack of pancakes, hash browns, and French toast, along with an extra plate for his friend. Zahra and Ali said little while they waited for the food to arrive and when it did, he consumed the doughy breakfast foods in a whirlwind of knife, fork, mouth, and syrup, leaving only the small portions he had cut for her on the second plate.

				“Do you want those?” He motioned to her French toast slices, and when she shook her head, he scooped them up and ate them in less than ten seconds.

				She felt a strange sense of guilt as he ate, perhaps a kind of responsibility for this man she had sworn to love and live with for the rest of her days, now alone in the basement with no one to cook his meals or occupy his free hours between early-morning shifts. Perhaps if she had been able to love him, to look beyond his jealous nature and desperate need for attention, everything would have turned out differently. She would not have pulled away from him, and he would not have cheated. She would not be sitting there then, trying to remember the words Julia had drilled into her nervous brain. But she could not have loved him, no matter how much she tried, for reasons neither of them could control.

			

			
				Ali pushed his empty plate away and rested his hands on his stomach, a small layer of fat now cushioning the place where his athlete’s abs had been. “Why don’t you say what you came here to say, and then I’ll tell you how it will go from now on.”

				He always had a way of cutting to the bone, but she tried not to let his tone overpower Julia’s voice in her head. She imagined she was a lawyer like Charlotte, confident and knowledgeable, staring at her imprisoned husband as she read him his rights.

				“I came because I have evidence that you cheated on me. In return for my discretion and agreement to stay married to you, I want several things.”

				She slid the folder of photocopies across the table, and Ali rolled his eyes before paging through the evidence. He tried to freeze his face, but she could see the trace of fear in his eyes. The last page was a written agreement Charlotte had typed up and highlighted for his signature as a precaution, though Zahra could not read the advanced vocabulary.

				“First, I want you to leave me and our child alone. Second, I want you to help me get my green card, including attending immigration interviews and convincing the agent that we truly have a loving marriage. Third, I want you to speak of this to no one. If anyone in Egypt finds out, every single one of your relatives will receive a photocopy of this packet.”

				“And I’m supposed to just roll over and play dead while my wife blackmails me?”

				“I’ll do more than that.” She removed an envelope from her purse, and she could tell from the greedy glint in his eyes that he knew what the rectangular shape contained. “I’ll send you this much every month.”

				“Where did you get that?” He took the money and glanced inside before sticking it in his pocket without counting it.

				“Let’s just say I have powerful friends here in America who want to help. Do we have a deal?”

			

			
				He looked down at her stomach, and for a second she could see a flash of paternal instinct somewhere beneath his anger and selfishness. “I don’t know if I could let you raise my son.”

				“It’s a girl.” Zahra placed her hands protectively over her womb.

				“Ah.” Ali stretched, his stomach a few inches larger after his big meal and pocket bulging with cash. “In that case, you have a deal.” He signed the form with a swish of his wrist, then closed the folder and shoved it back towards her, as if touching it burned his skin.

				Zahra paid at the hostess stand and tipped generously, despite the knowledge that her waitress was one of her husband’s many mistresses, then walked out to the parking lot to find Julia’s car. Charlotte and Malena sat in back, holding hands and looking like they were waiting for a relative to pass away, and Julia drummed the steering wheel nervously. Nor, oblivious to his guardians’ frantic worries, slept in his car seat, his mouth a fat O of contentment. When Zahra tapped on the passenger window, all three ladies jumped and turned toward her with fear in their eyes that only stories of Ali could have inspired.

				She climbed in, and immediately Malena put a hand on her shoulder, Julia clutched her arm, and Charlotte began questioning the witness.

				“How did it go? What did he say? Did he sign? Did he take the money?”

				“Yes to everything.” Zahra relaxed into the leather seat that had first brought her to her new home. “It’s all going to be okay. He only wanted her if she was a boy.”

				She finally let go of her stomach, which she had been holding since Ali first threatened to take her baby from her, and lightly touched the other women’s hands. She had never felt so loved by friends or family, so moved by their willingness to sacrifice themselves for her, and their dedication brought tears to her eyes that Julia wiped away with a stray napkin tucked into the compartment under the arm rest. Even if she never loved a woman the way she had loved Jamila, she would be happy here, surrounded by women who would protect her with the matronly energy they reserved for the youngest of their group.
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				A few months later, Zahra woke up from one of her nightmares to find her bed soaking wet and contractions racking her body like no pain she had ever felt before. She tried not to wake Nor, not even turning on the light as she grabbed her overnight bag from beside her bedroom door and felt her way down the stairs and hallway. When she was right outside Charlotte and Malena’s bedroom, she felt another contraction and could not help the quick moan that escaped her lips.

			

			
				“Zahra, you okay?” a voice asked from the other side of the door, and then Malena appeared wrapped in a blue terrycloth robe and men’s flannel pajamas. She took one look at Zahra, hand clasped on the wall to keep her upright and bag already strapped over her shoulder, and ran back into the bedroom to wake Charlotte. When Charlotte came to the door, she was already dressed in jeans and a T-shirt that said This is what a feminist looks like, and her hair was scooped up into her trademark bun. She immediately took charge in her loud, confident voice.

				“Malena, you stay here and call Julia to pick you and Nor up and follow us to the hospital.” She heaved the bag off Zahra’s shoulder and strapped it to her own, causing her little frame to tilt like a scrawny Christmas tree with too many ornaments. “I’ll take Zahra since I have midwife experience and can help translate some of their terms.”

				“You have experience as a midwife?” Malena blinked through the darkness. “How did I not know that?”

				“There’s a lot of hidden talents you don’t know about me.”

				Malena rolled her eyes at Charlotte, but only Zahra could see it from her place across from the window.

				“Her water already broke,” Charlotte said, “which means either she missed her contractions while she was sleeping or she’ll have them all now. We could be seeing a baby a lot faster than we think. Stay by the phone, just in case anything changes.”

				“Yes, Dr. Charlotte,” Malena said.

				Nor stirred and then begin to cry out.

				“Don’t worry.” Malena hugged Zahra goodbye as Charlotte raced ahead to start the car. “You’re both in good hands.”

				In the hospital, everything was as white as a bleached shirt and just as clean, the nurses as orderly and timed as the bird in a cuckoo clock. Charlotte tried to distract Zahra from the pain with questions about Egypt or her family, about the baby and all of the activities they would do together once the girl was born, but mostly she just held Zahra’s hand and let her squeeze so tight she would have nail marks for weeks.

				“Breathe,” she kept telling Zahra. “Keep breathing through the pain.”

				But Zahra could not even feel her breathing through the contractions that came faster and more frequently with every few minutes that passed. Charlotte conferred with the nurses, who seemed confused by her vocabulary and commanding demeanor when she said things like “the amniotic sack ruptured over an hour ago” or “the early labor must be over, since she’s over four centimeters at this point,” and eventually they started reporting to her as they would a doctor responsible for the child’s birth.

			

			
				The actual doctor treated Charlotte like one would a small, energetic puppy, trying to calm her with a soothing voice well-practiced on children with earaches and old women with a notepad full of medical questions. Zahra was grateful for this façade of control; were she lying in these rough cotton sheets alone without her small friend barking orders or ordering her to eat ice cubes, the whole whitewashed world would have come crashing in like a tent without one of the stakes.

				Julia arrived first with a large cheese pizza and coffee divided between three thermoses. She took the chair on the other side of Zahra and her other hand while Charlotte stared at whatever was happening below Zahra’s line of vision.

				“Don’t worry, I’m a medical professional,” Charlotte said.

				They all started laughing before another contraction took control of Zahra’s vocal chords to emit a series of moans she had not known she was capable of producing. Malena arrived with Nor, who stared at his mother with his head tilted as though he too was examining her, and they formed a séance-like circle around her and held hands until the doctor came back and told her it was time to push.

				“Push,” Charlotte echoed.

				Zahra gripped the hands around her and did as she was told, though she could barely feel her legs. She was grateful for the epidural that felt immediately like heaven from the waist down, and she thanked God over and over for the wonders of medicine since the time of her own birth. The doctor told her to push as well, echoing Charlotte, and then all of the women repeated the command, chanting “push, push, Zahra!” as though possessed by a spirit.

				“I can see her!” Charlotte exclaimed.

				Zahra focused on the imagined crest of hair and urged the baby out with her thoughts.

				“She’s almost out! Push!”

				With one last burst of energy, Zahra pushed and felt the rest of the baby slide out like a swimmer pushing off from the pool floor, shoulders and legs and cord cutting through the water of her body and emerging into the sunlight of early morning.

			

			
				The nurses handed Zahra the baby, washed and wrapped in a soft pink cloth, and she held her close and said to herself that this was the most precious thing she would ever have. The baby’s eyes were dark brown and her hair was straight and almost black. For a second, Zahra thought that somehow she was Jamila’s child, carried over the water from Egypt like a stowaway and emerging to live at Zahra’s side for the rest of her days.

				“What will you name her?” Julia placed a finger in the palm of the little girl’s hand.

				Zahra snuggled the little girl towards her, feeling the fuzz of the short, smooth hair against her cheek. “Her name is Aisha.”

				“What does it mean?” Malena asked.

				“Aisha was one of the most influential wives of Muhammad. She was both a role model and a warrior. I hope this name will bring a balance to my daughter that she can strive for.”

				“It’s a beautiful name,” Charlotte said.

				Zahra handed her the baby, who barely made a sound as she transferred through hands like currency, and then the weight of fatigue descended on her after six hours of pain. Julia kissed her forehead, and Zahra closed her eyes and fell asleep.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 14

				Cairo, June 2010

				Aisha began to assimilate into Cairo like a coral polyp into a reef, slowly forming her exoskeleton and building on the other colorful coral housed around her until she could not tell where her life ended and the others’ began. Every morning, which used to be the afternoon before she had adjusted to waking up at two p.m., she ate breakfast with her grandparents, sat with her grandfather while he smoked on the balcony, then dressed. She attended many teas and lunches with her grandmother in the living rooms of her endless number of aunts and cousins. Her father’s parents were dead, and Miriam told her that her Aunt Jamila, who Aisha had pretended to know nothing about, was away in Iran for some kind of business trip, but her mother’s family was large enough to consume every afternoon and even some evenings. At night, she visited Selma, Rose, and Nor or snuck out to see Kareem at one of the many coffee houses in Khan el-Khalili Market.

				Then one afternoon, Kareem asked her to meet him at his house instead. I want you to meet my sister, he wrote in an e-mail. It’s time.

				Time for what? she had wondered but did not ask. She had grown used to this new, quieter version of herself, the one who thought before she spoke and weighed the consequences before she acted. In Cairo, it was the only way for a woman to fit in. Her hair was longer and often pinned back to reveal a pair of silver earrings her grandmother had given her shortly after her arrival. Her punk rock T-shirts and cutoff shorts were safely packed in her suitcase along with the letter and printed copies of the e-mails between she and Kareem.

				He met her outside of his apartment building—a ten-minute drive from her house in one of the shadier neighborhoods splattered with dust, discarded soda tabs, and sunflower shells spit from stained teeth. During the drive over she rehearsed lines in her head like flashcards, suddenly forgetting the Arabic language that had become second nature over the past few weeks—how are you? keif halak, nice to meet you fursa saida, good night tisbah ala khreer. They flew in circles around her head and then out, like the discarded plastic cartwheeling in the waves of car exhaust. At the exact minute the cab pulled up to the curb, Kareem burst through the entrance door and met her at the road. He took her hand and led her up the concrete step to the cool hallway. His enthusiasm was like a child’s, yet she was attracted to him precisely for his contagious happiness.

			

			
				“Halas.”He smacked his palms at the elevator which seemed to be out of service. Her mother did the same hand motion whenever she grew frustrated with a new computer program or American recipe, a chorus of claps that signaled what her friends called throwing in the towel. The brush off was another one of the Egyptian ticks Aisha had picked up. “It feels like we’ve been waiting for you all day!”

				Kareem led her up seven flights of winding steps so numerous she expected to arrive at the top of the Lincoln Memorial or even the Washington Monument. When she finally reached his floor and looked out the hallway window, she was thrown by the streets of Cairo that replaced what should have been the Reflecting Pool.

				Before they could knock, the door swung open and a plump woman in her early thirties appeared. “Hello! This must be the lucky girl!”

				In less than a minute, the woman proceeded to take Aisha’s hand, hug her, lead her into the apartment, and sit her down in the living room on a plush pink couch that smelled like mothballs and sour milk cloaked in perfume. Aisha was still adjusting to touches from her relatives, let alone strangers, but she tried not to shy away from the woman’s sweaty palms as she was embraced and kissed on both cheeks.

				“This is her indeed.” Kareem grinned as he followed them into the living room. “Aisha, meet my sister Hoda. Hoda, meet my friend Aisha.”

				Friend? Aisha’s stomach sank and she could barely taste the butter cookies and tea Hoda brought her as she discussed any topic that came to mind—her job at the bank, which she hated; her bank manager, who had asked her out twenty-seven times despite the large age gap and her constant refusal; and the apartment, which their parents had left them. They would share the apartment until one of them married and moved out or died, but neither of them had ever liked the space.

				They looked vaguely alike, brother and sister, like two halves of a misshapen orange, but Hoda was loose and round where Kareem was taut and flat. Hoda removed her hijab when they sat down to drink tea, revealing a sprinkle of gray in her thin black hair and in the harsh city light filtering through the old curtains the dark circles under her eyes showed through the layers of foundation she used to hide them. Aisha tried to keep up with the stream-of-conscious conversation, but her mind was stuck behind the roadblock sadeeqaty and what it might mean. True, Aisha had never asked him what the brushing of hands or the sharing of cups or the meeting of relatives meant, but she had assumed… Then again, she knew better than to assume anything in Cairo.

			

			
				“Kareem, I need eggs to make dinner tonight. Would you mind going and getting them?” Hoda asked suddenly.

				“Now?” Kareem looked at Aisha for her assent.

				She nodded to signal that she would be okay without him.

				“Yes, now, silly, unless you want to eat eggplant for breakfast! I thought maybe Aisha and I could start preparing while you’re gone since I have a few hours of work to do tonight, and I can’t very well let my baby brother starve. Aisha will be fine. She can help me prepare your dinner.”

				Kareem left with a few pounds fished from Hoda’s purse, and Aisha followed Hoda into the small kitchen covered in a collection of cooking utensils that rivaled the home goods section of a department store. Pots hung on the walls like animal skins pinned up by their heads, spatulas and whisks filled ceramic cups like pencils on a student’s desk, and vegetables covered both counters and the top of the fridge. Hoda handed Aisha a large silver blade and a cutting board, stained from years of vegetable juice, and told her to peel the two large eggplants waiting in a silver bowl. Aisha picked up one of the dark purple vegetables, technically a fruit though no one thought of it that way, and felt its whale skin exterior then proceeded to carefully remove the outside layer like one would peel an apple. The inside was both wet and dry at the same time, like the inside of a coconut, and she cut into it to form half-inch thick slices for masaka.

				Aisha had often helped her mother in the kitchen growing up, but all of her cooking knowledge seemed to have dissipated during the four years of mess hall hamburgers and chicken fajitas. She felt clumsy, all thumbs and elbows, while Hoda moved with the grace of any Egyptian woman well-trained by her mother and her grandmother and the other female relatives who shared cooking tips and recipes. Hoda’s plan for their dinner included two main chicken dishes, the eggplant, a fish soup, and basbousa for dessert. It was a buffet that would have taken an unskilled cook more than a day to prepare. When Aisha moved to grab the ceramic bowl, she watched Hoda instead of her own hands, and before she could turn to catch it, the bowl tilted over the side like a car balanced on the precipice of a cliff, fell, and shattered on the tile floor.

			

			
				“Ana asef!” I’m sorry, Aisha repeated over and over again as she collected the shards of white that looked like shell fragments from a beach, I’m so sorry.

				“It’s nothing.” Hoda took the pieces of the bowl and threw them into the bottom of the nearby trashcan with a loud clank. “I should have gotten rid of that bowl years ago.”

				As if the bowl had cut through their awkward silence, Hoda began to tell Aisha about their parents and how hard it had been for her since their death, always sacrificing in order to help Kareem succeed.

				“I basically stopped seeing my friends the day after their accident.” Hoda began to dice five onions. “I started working double shifts to make my way up to bank manager and saving every penny for Kareem’s education which, as you know, he then proceeded to flush down the drain when he dropped out and joined my uncle’s business, but it was Allah’s will. He was never a good student. He spent most of his years tricking the professors into thinking he attended class while he actually roamed the streets with his friends or sold soap and detergent to the old women who lived in our building, already an entrepreneur in middle school. I should have known better than to try to turn him into someone he wasn’t.”

				“What would you have done differently? I mean, would you still be a bank manager?” It was a question Aisha had always wanted to ask her mother—If I had not been born, where would you be?—but had always been too afraid to ask.

				Hoda stopped cutting carrots and thought. “I would have been a travel agent or a stewardess, dealing with all kinds of new people and getting to travel around the world. I used to travel sometimes with my father, just to different parts of Egypt, but I loved seeing the way other people lived. Then, after a few years, I would have come back with my savings and found a husband, a nice man in Cairo who was well-educated and religious and settled down.”

				“Well, certainly that last part is still possible!”

				Hoda sighed and went back to her endless cutting. “It’s not as easy as you think. I’m thirty-three. Any men my age want girls in their early twenties. Even men way older than me want girls in their early twenties, and they can get them. This is not America, where two people hold off on a wedding while they get their masters degrees and work their way up the corporate ladder. Here you do it right away or your chances fall like the slope of Kilimanjaro.”

				All of Aisha’s friends had told her the same thing. She could see the fear, already present, of that ticking clock in their eyes when they talked about marriage. Rose, a year older than Aisha, was in the middle of a master’s program in international business. She had admitted to Aisha that her choice to continue her education and the age at which she planned to marry would probably make her relatively undesirable for marriage, let alone the fact that she no longer wore hijab or prayed regularly. Selma, a year younger than Aisha and desperate to get married, worked for hours to make herself presentable to the male population—makeup, clothes, and hijab styles consumed her life when she wasn’t visiting the mosque with her grandmother or calling her friends to remind them to pray.

			

			
				“Enough about me.” Hoda moved on to peel garlic. “Let’s talk about you.”

				“Me?”

				“You and my brother, I mean. I saw your face when he called you his friend, and I knew we had to talk.”

				“Well, we are just friends. He’s right.”

				“No, you’re not. All he does is talk about you—Aisha said this, Aisha did that—all day long until he makes me crazy! But this is Egypt, and good, religious Egyptians don’t date here, they marry. Kareem knows what is expected of him. If he really loves you as much as it seems he does, he will need to make your relationship official fast. I have already had two neighbors call me to report sightings of the two of you touching hands or shoulders, and this is only the beginning.”

				“But I just met him a few weeks ago! How could I possibly make that decision right now?” Aisha brushed the comment off but saw Hoda’s serious face and held the rest of her thoughts back.

				Hoda took her hand and looked her right in her eyes. “By remembering that this decision is not just about you, it’s about Kareem and what will happen to him if you ruin his reputation and then leave. He will not find a wife, and I will not find a husband. The clock will move forward and leave us both alone in this apartment. I would like to hold on to him forever, since when he leaves this house I will be alone, but I know he will take care of me as any good Muslim man would as the guardian of his sister. So look inside yourself and figure out how much he means to you, and then tell him, soon, before he asks you a question you’re not ready for.”

				Aisha wanted to ask more, but she heard the sound of the front door shutting and then Kareem’s happy voice floating down the hall, calling their names.

				That night, she would not sleep for hours.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 15

				America, March 1996

				It took seven years and thousands of dollars, but finally Zahra received her green card, a surprisingly not-green piece of plastic that looked more like a driver’s license than the impressive certificate she had imagined. She often took it out of her purse and held it like one might hold a baby bird, carefully and with reverence, or checked on it to make sure it hadn’t flown away. Besides her daughter and the one photo she had of Jamila, her green card was the most precious thing she had.

				Her new status also brought a fresh confidence, and within a week she quit her job at the restaurant and began working at a financial aid office in Foggy Bottom that paid ten dollars more per hour and bestowed a slew of benefits: metro stipend, cell phone bill, medical, and dental. She did not recognize her body in her new high-waisted skirts and button-down blouses with her reduced-by-stress hips that had lost three sizes since Aisha’s birth. For an hour every morning, she blow-dried her hair to tame the strands as her coffee cup sat on the bathroom sink getting cold. With Aisha in school during business hours, Zahra rarely had to ask Malena or Charlotte to babysit or send her daughter to the after-school program. Instead, she invited her friends over for her own adapted version of lasagna and chai or ordered Chinese for her and Aisha to eat while they watched cable TV and gossiped about whatever drama happened in the fourth grade.

				Zahra’s boss was Julia’s aunt, an old woman with long white hair named Francine who wore skin-toned sweaters and ate and drank nothing but Oreos and Diet Coke. She had what Julia called a firecracker personality. A widow, Francine worked from eight a.m. to eight p.m., Monday through Sunday, writing codes for the reports and documents that Zahra copied and filed in cabinets so tall she had to use a stool for last names that started with A, F, K, P, and U. Though Francine hated most of the data managers assigned to her office, calling them lazy and incompetent, she had taken a shine to Zahra.

				“One day soon, I’ll be gone,” Francine said almost daily, “and when that time comes, someone has to know how to operate this place.”

				Zahra learned how to create financial aid packages and adjust them later on, a process she found relatively easy. Though it had taken a few days to get used to the English numbers on the calculator, mastering a few forms was much easier than the language skills she would have needed for any other office job.

			

			
				In May, Zahra arrived at the office to find Francine’s door closed and locked. “Where’s Francine?” Zahra asked the receptionist, thinking that perhaps Francine had stepped out for one of her dozen smoke breaks.

				In Egypt, such smoke breaks would have been normal, the whole city on a collective mental clock that chimed every hour for the men to gather on porches or outside cafés and share a pack of cigarettes, but in America, only a few employees partook. Francine usually smoked alone, a huddled form in an oversized winter coat that Zahra recognized from a few blocks away, silent with whatever thoughts occupied her hours. Whenever Zahra smelled the after-smoke scent, a mix of burnt paper and tar that coated Francine’s clothes and office walls, she thought of her father, sitting alone on the porch daydreaming about his daughter or worrying about the travel agency he and his brother shared, a perpetual stream of thought that intermingled with prayer like a twisted braid of bread.

				“Out sick. They took her to George Washington Hospital, said something about her lungs.”

				Without telling anyone where she was going, Zahra stepped back into the heat and walked the four blocks to the hospital in her clumsy black pumps. The sidewalks were crawling with college students at the nearby university, all dressed in hundred dollar jeans and lace tank tops, leather purses, and rings that sparkled in the sun. Zahra had never seen so many privileged young people in her life. Yet at the same time, she yearned for that age like an old friend, the time before Ali and children and bills, when she could have just roamed the streets with the other school girls, snuck kisses from Jamila in her room or behind an abandoned building, and come home to her mother’s cooking. Zahra was still under thirty, only a few years older than those children, yet she felt like she had sailed through a storm and emerged on the other side weathered and worn, a whole lifetime behind her.

				At the hospital, the receptionist sent her to a private room where they had Francine hooked up to a breathing machine that sounded like a gust of wind whenever she exhaled. All the tubes and bags made her look even smaller than normal beneath their tangled web of plastic—a giant spider about to devour her thin, weak frame—but she perked up when she saw Zahra.

				“Has it all gone to hell in a hand basket?” Francine let out a pleased cackle.

			

			
				“I didn’t stay long enough to see, but I think it’s safe to assume that no one will get any work done. How are you feeling?”

				“I’m dying, so about as good as can be expected under those conditions.”

				Zahra didn’t know what to say. She sat in the visitor’s chair and busied herself with rearranging the design magazines propped on the bedside table. She had never encountered someone at this stage. The life began to float off of Francine like evaporating sweat, and Zahra felt both helpless and awkwardly self-aware as Francine labored through a few heavy breaths. How unfair that the body turned against its conscious mind in this way, shutting down like a car without gas, no matter how desperately the driver wanted to keep going. Plus, she had to spend her last days without friends or family to comfort her since Julia was teaching a course in England that semester.

				“They won’t release me without a guardian,” Francine explained. “I’m seventy-two, and they tell me I need a guardian. Can you believe it? They claim it’s for my own good.”

				Seventy-two… Someday soon, very soon, Zahra’s parents would reach that age. Who would care for them when the nurses told them to call someone to pick them up? Who would feed them green JELL-O, the color of grass but sweeter than baklava, with a thick layer of sugar on top that shook like the hips of a dancer? Who would change their clothes and wash their powdery bodies, their arms and upper body as lifeless as the sphinx’s sandy torso, with a piece of yellow sponge? Her worst nightmare was that they would find out the truth about her. The second worst was that the truth would prevent her from being with them in those final days when they mumbled about lost relatives and the protective dogs they had once owned in South Egypt, when they could not tell the difference between her and a nurse, and that they would die alone. Then again, without a lover or spouse, perhaps she should have feared the same for herself.

				“Francine, what here belongs to you? Let’s gather your stuff, disconnect you from this contraption, and then I’m going to take you home with me.”
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				Aisha was strangely interested in the new visitor sleeping in her bedroom and insisted on bringing Francine all of her meals on a bamboo tray with a flower from the balcony plants tucked beneath her silverware. She was only nine but had the sensitivity of someone much older. She sat with Francine and told her stories of school while the old woman floated in and out of consciousness like a hot air balloon between clouds. When Zahra arrived home at eight one night, her work hours stretched from Francine’s absence, she found Aisha dancing around her bedroom with a belly dancer’s scarf tied to her waist and a second one draped over Francine’s arms. Aisha clapped and clinked to the Egyptian tunes blasting from the pink plastic CD player. As a child, Aisha had loved watching the belly dancer VHS tapes Zahra bought at the Arabic grocery, smiling and tottering around on her unstable legs, and somehow she had absorbed some of the moves. Her daughter twisted her torso at an angle to create a tink-tink-tink sound, then rotated around and shimmied her waist from side to side to create a tat-tat tat-tat tat-tat beat. Zahra had never seen Aisha practice before, but the dance moves seemed as natural as play. With her long hair whipping around her face and her arms circling her head and then returning to her hips, Aisha looked so Egyptian—more Egyptian than Zahra had ever felt as an outcast, if not an acknowledged one—that it took her mother’s breath away.

			

			
				A few days went by, entertaining days filled with visits from friends and Aisha’s reenactments of events at school, and then Zahra was forced to tell Aisha not to bother Francine as she cried out in pain or dozed with fresh tears still wet on her face.

				“What’s happening to her, Mama?” Aisha asked as they quietly ate dinner in the dining room, careful not to clank their silverware against the ceramic plates.

				“She’s dying, like I told you she would when she first moved in with us. She’s going to go to heaven, to be with Allah.”

				“Why don’t they fix her?”

				“Francine’s been sick for a long time, and there’s no way to fix her now. All we can do is wait.”

				The doctor prescribed new pain medicines that made Francine loopy. During her last coherent night, she handed Zahra a binder packed into her overnight bag, raising it like it was the Holy Grail, and then popped another pill into her dry mouth.

				“These are instructions for all of the jobs I do at work.” She patted the black plastic cover. “I’ve left them instructions to make you director when I pass, and these notes will help you keep the office running.”

				“Oh, Francine, I can’t…”

				“Don’t be silly, I’ve been training you for this moment since you first started. You are much more capable than you give yourself credit for.”

			

			
				The next day, Francine slowly began the descent into quiet darkness that ended the following morning when Zahra walked in to wake her and found her unmoving body instead. She cried from the moment she touched the cool, thin wrist, both from the shock and from how much she had cared for Francine. Even as she mourned, she knew she had to prepare the body in case Aisha walked in. Slowly, carefully, Zahra closed Francine’s eyes, laid both of her hands neatly by her sides, and rested her head on the pillow.

				That morning, Aisha barely spoke or ate a bite of breakfast. Zahra took a day off from work and let Aisha stay home with her, a rare treat, and they spent most of it on the porch drinking cold lemonades and watching the birds rest on and take off from the balcony railing. The whole neighborhood felt empty with the boys who played football behind their balcony away at school and the parents who raced around in their fancy cars busy at work. The only sounds were the tweet of the birds or an occasional car passing on Wisconsin Avenue.

				“I’m glad she came,” Aisha finally said.

				She sat on Zahra’s lap, something she hadn’t done since she was a little girl, and Zahra put her arms around Aisha’s waist and squeezed her tight. Soon she would be too tall for her lap, too old for cuddling, and Zahra would turn into Francine, working late at the office because there was no one and nothing to come home to. Perhaps this was why Francine had chosen her, after all—she knew Zahra would be dedicated, but more than that, she knew she would be alone.

				“Me too.” Zahra pushed her thoughts aside. There would be plenty of time for them later on, in the years to come. “You took good care of her, and she was much happier here than she would have been in the hospital.”

				Aisha nodded and settled back into her mother’s chest, almost too tall to fit under Zahra’s chin. “No one should be alone when that happens.”

				Nor, Zahra thought as she petted Aisha’s hair and let her daughter cry the desperate tears she’d been holding back all day. She did all of this for Nor. If only she could have told her daughter the truth, explained what she had done and why, but she could not reconcile it even to herself. During the long nights when sleep eluded her, she prayed not to forgive herself for letting her son go, that would have been asking too much, but at least to forget. Perhaps it was better that Aisha didn’t know. She mourned her brother like she would mourn Francine, without responsibility or regret. Eventually, they would fade like paintings in the sun, just an outline and a wash of color against an ever-expanding white background.
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				To cheer her up, Malena and Charlotte insisted that Zahra come with them to Malena’s spoken word poetry and performance event at The White Dove on Friday night.

				“Is this another setup?” Zahra was not in the mood for another failed first date.

				“No, not at all. This is just a group of women who love women reading poetry,” Charlotte said in her typical, persuasive voice. “Nothing to be afraid of. Trust me, it’ll do you good to get out of the house and spend some time with ladies your own age.”

				Aisha spent the night with a friend, Betsy, who used to tease Aisha but now invited her to birthday parties and cupcake-making sessions at her white picket fenced house. Zahra took a cab to an indie club downtown that hosted ’80s dance nights, alternative punk rock concerts, and of course, feminist events. Zahra had thus far avoided most of those open forums for discussions on sex, the angry voices and bitter rhymes, the dancing cheek-to-cheek so close she could feel the other woman’s heartbeat. Even the idea of being in a room full of silent women gave her jitters. Charlotte and Malena, on the other hand, lived for the chance to voice their politics or make new friends. Every week they tried to bribe Zahra out of her hermitlike state and into the bright, thriving city where drunk strangers greeted her on the street with such familiarity she mistook them for Egyptians.

				At the club—a small, rundown building with graffiti art painted all over the front door and alleyways—the overweight bouncer with pudgy cheeks covered in tattoos of tombstones and crosses inspected her ID. Never mind that she had early gray hairs in her long, black braid and worry lines across her forehead. He waved her into the packed entranceway where feminists of all ages and orientations chatted over the loud rock music. And now Zahra, in a nondescript black dress, waiting for Charlotte or Malena to rescue her as she sipped soda so no one would offer to buy her a drink.

				“I’ve never seen someone look so uncomfortable at one of these,” a woman’s voice said next to her.

				Zahra turned in her bar stool to see a thin black woman in a shiny gold dress sipping some kind of electric-blue cocktail. “We haven’t even started the reading yet, so you may want to leave while you can.”

			

			
				Her dress was strapless and accented her beautiful shoulders and arms, so perfectly slender that Zahra guessed she had been a model a few years ago, and it ended right at her thighs. She wore gold heels, despite her height, which snaked up her ankles and tied in little bows behind her calves.

				“Is it that obvious?”

				“Yes.” The woman laughed and held out her hand.

				Zahra shook it while trying to keep her own hand steady.

				“My name’s Mia, what’s yours?” Her hand lingered on Zahra’s an extra second longer than normal. Her skin felt cool in the body-heated bar.

				“Zahra.”

				“Beautiful name, said in a beautiful accent. Where are you from?”

				“Egypt.”

				“Ah, then you and I are neighbors. I’m from Sudan, though I’ve been in this country for over twenty years. Who convinced you to come here tonight?”

				Did Mia really want to find out whether she was dating one of the women or men in the crowd? “My two friends, Charlotte and Malena. Malena will be reading tonight, so I didn’t really have the option of missing it this time.”

				“Of course, I know Malena. We’re in the same writing group. I’ll actually be reading tonight as well, so I guess I should go practice. Promise you’ll get a seat in the front?”

				“Okay, and I promise to wait until after you read to sneak out the back door.” What are you doing? she thought. Are you flirting with her? Zahra liked Mia’s laugh, deep and thick like the cream skimmed off heated milk and eaten later as a treat, and she liked being the cause of it just as much.

				“Come find me afterwards. Then you’ll have to stay for the whole show.” Mia threw a bunch of one-dollar bills on the bar and swiveled off the stool.

				As Mia walked away, Charlotte jumped up into the empty seat she left behind and gave Zahra a pleased grin. She was wearing a see-through white T-shirt with neon print that stated, in bold this time, THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE—the same one she had bought Zahra for Christmas the year before, which lay, with the tags intact, in the bottom of her jeans drawer.

				“I see someone has a crush.” Charlotte motioned for the bartender to bring her a summer pale ale.

				“Oh, no, she was just being friendly since she’s performing tonight.”

				Zahra thought of the little tattoo she had noticed on the back of Mia’s wrist, a tribal sign of some kind that brought back memories of the old Sudanese women wandering the Cairo markets selling henna tattoos to tourists. Permanent body alterations like tattoos were forbidden in Islam, as were hair dyes and nail polish, but the Quran said nothing about the intricate designs that washed off in a week or temporary hair dyes that turned black hair red or purple. The more she thought of Mia’s marking, a daily reminder of where she came from and what she left behind, the more Zahra realized she was probably not the only one there who felt out of place against the whiteness of all of the other patrons. Mia, and other Africans and Arabs like her, were a small part of Charlotte and Malena’s movement, too. Perhaps Mia even saw the Sudan superimposed on the U.S. like a screen door, turning every experience into one of both action and memory, the way Zahra did.

			

			
				“I didn’t mean her, silly. I haven’t seen you look this excited since the time you found out they sold butter cookies at the grocery store.”

				“Need I remind you that you ate ten of those butter cookies when I brought them home, just shoved them in your mouth like a seagull with a piece of hamburger bun?”

				“They were pretty good…but don’t change the subject, I’m not done interrogating you.”

				“Isn’t it time to go in and reserve seats?” Zahra motioned to the bar, empty except for rows of discarded shot glasses and napkins drowned in beer sweat.

				“Fine, we’ll continue this later, but don’t think I’ve forgotten about you.”

				They entered the reading space, a black box with vertical ladders set up for another stage production and lined with chairs. Charlotte pushed her way through the crowd to steal seats in the first row.

				“My girlfriend’s performing tonight,” she told one woman wearing leather pants and a wife beater.

				The woman moved over to accommodate Charlotte and Zahra’s two seats.

				The lights dimmed, and the organizer, who looked like she had just graduated from high school, explained the importance of art in the war on gender inequality before introducing the first performer, Malena, who stepped on stage to a sea of applause. Zahra, safe in the anonymous dark of the theater, felt her own heart speed up and palms begin to sweat as Malena adjusted the microphone under the heat of the spotlight. She undressed down to a skintight tan leotard and ballet slippers, making her gangly legs and torso look even thinner and her red hair look even redder in the bright light. She made baby noises that reverberated through the room.

			

			
				“When I was born,” Malena said softly, “I did not know the difference between man and woman. All I knew was child and mother, womb and wonder, followed by a cold, dangerous world. As a young girl, I was attracted to other young girls down the block, always wanting to play doctor,” she waited for a laugh from the audience, “or a knight in armor, rescuing my damsel in distress. And they played along. After all, what little girl doesn’t want to play princess? Until my ma started getting calls.” She raised her voice to imitate a New Yorker. “Hello, Jane? This is Sue. You know your daughter keeps kissing all the other girls, I mean right on the lips—on the playground, behind the bleachers, in the middle of my driveway for heaven’s sake—and you need to make her stop. After all, they might get the wrong idea.” Her chuckle echoed through the audience. “And we wouldn’t want that.”

				Malena painted a picture of her life in New York City, an experience so very different from Zahra’s own: a slew of crushes, a coming out to her parents and friends, straight girls who wanted to try out being a lesbian with her, and finally, acceptance. How strange to just assimilate into a community of similar woman, one fish among a school, learning how to stand out proudly instead of how to lie. Zahra was in awe of her friend’s performance, not only because this was the most she had ever heard Malena speak, but because she described the birth of the society Zahra hoped her daughter would grow up in. Once Malena finished, the crowd went wild, clapping, whistling, and cheering for their own daughter, the product of their protests and struggles, who thanked them for their hard work through her art.

				A few other women followed Malena, their performances lackluster compared to her passion and talent for imitation, and then Mia took the stage as the final act. Her gold dress sparkled like the moon over an ocean, glimmering so brightly that Zahra closed her eyes to avoid the glow, and her curly brown hair formed a halo that made her look even more angelic. She surprised Zahra with a wave, a little twirl of the fingers by her side, then lost her smile as she started to speak.

				“I was born in Sudan, a country most of you would not be able to identify on a map, which sits between Egypt and Eritrea on the border of the Red Sea. You talk about turmoil, about personal identity and the desire to fit in or stand out, but my country is built on turmoil: deserts and rain forests, Muslims and Christians and traditional religions, so many languages that no two people seem to be able to communicate. In such conditions, all we have is our family and our beliefs, our small communities, which work like lines of ants that cannot be disrupted or altered. In such conditions, there is no coming out, only losing all.”

			

			
				This was the bedtime story Zahra knew, the alternate reality she had played out over and over again in her head, when instead of acquiescing she turned to her mother and father that day and said, “No, I will not marry Ali, nor any other man.”

				As Mia spoke, Zahra projected her characters onto Mia’s tale: her mother, weeping; her father, angry; her sister, cast out from society as an unwed mother. Eventually, they all rejected her, either kept her locked in the apartment or kicked her out when she made trouble, and she never saw Jamila again.

				She could feel the first tears on her face, hot and salty like those she had cried ten years ago and just as painful. She wiped them away with her palm and ducked out of the theater before Charlotte could ask her what was wrong or try to stop her.

				Mia’s last words followed her out the door. “I know who I am. Now I’m just looking for home.”

				Zahra barely made it into the nearby bathroom before the rest of the tears came. What am I doing in this bar in the city? She dabbed at her cheeks with the rough toilet paper. I don’t belong here.

				“Zahra?” a voice asked.

				She looked through the crack between the wall and door, and saw Mia kick off her heels and then walk barefoot to the stall where Zahra stood, watching her. “Zahra, will you let me in? I’m sorry, I should have realized. It’s been a long time since anyone’s sat in the audience who understands.”

				Zahra hesitantly unlocked the latch. Instead of coaxing her out, Mia slipped in and then relocked the door. She collected the tissues and flushed them down the toilet, then handed Zahra a glass of sparking water she had brought from the bar.

				“Better?”

				“Much, thank you.” Zahra was conscious of Mia’s body close to hers, the jasmine and honey scented oils the younger woman used as perfume, the sweat across her naked shoulders left over from her performance. Amazing how Zahra moved through hundreds of people a day without pause, one leaf hanging from a rustling tree, yet now that she was attracted to one, she caught every blink, every twitch of a finger, every step forward.

			

			
				“You’re a very beautiful woman, Zahra, perhaps the most effortlessly beautiful woman I have ever seen. I want to touch you now, but I want you to make sure that’s what you want, too.”

				Zahra held out her arms, and Mia floated into them and pressed her lips softly against Zahra’s neck. She could not remember a time since the birth of her daughter that she had let someone remove her clothes and touch her body the way Mia did: gently, like one might wash a child, until passion overcame them and they tore at skin and hair. All she knew was it felt good to be touched, to be held, and that somehow it was exactly what she needed.

			

		

	
		
			
                
				Chapter 16

				Cairo, July 2010

				Aisha entered the apartment holding one of Selma’s many shopping bags. She stepped into the air conditioning, which felt as refreshing as an ocean breeze on her sunburnt skin, paused in the doorframe, and listened. The room smelled of cooking spices, cardamom being the strongest, with hints of cloves and garlic. Like a crime show detective she played out the scene in her head: her grandmother, stirring the cardamom into Turkish coffee for a visitor or two and Muhammad, offering someone who had a cold a mixture of mashed cloves, vinegar and water to ease their throat. The guests would sit munching on figs that added a third tint of sweetness to the air. Now all was quiet, too quiet. Her grandmother and grandfather had said they would be waiting with dinner, yet all she could hear were Selma’s flip-flops thwacking behind her in the hallway. Aisha held a finger to her lips so Selma wouldn’t make a noise, then tiptoed slowly into the dining room and inspected the silverware on the table. Twelve place settings…how strange…

				“Surprise!” Friends jumped from behind couches, in the hallway, beneath the gold tablecloth and out on the porch: Kareem, Majdy, and Hoda, Selma and her grandmother, Suma and Nor, Jamila and…wait, what was Jamila doing there? Aisha was unprepared, but this might have been her only chance to hand her Zahra’s letter without drawing too much attention to their conversation.

				“Thank you all so much.” Aisha backed her way towards her bedroom while waving. “This is so sweet, if you’ll just give me one second to put down these bags.”

				As soon as she rounded the corner, she ran to her bedroom, tossed the clothes onto the bed, and began searching frantically like a raccoon scavenging for scraps. Finally, she remembered her hiding place for the envelope with a single name scrawled on the front, the top shelf of the wooden wardrobe. She stuffed the paper into her pocket like loose change. Back in the living room, she put out her cheek for every friend and family member to kiss, extended her hand for the men who preferred to shake it or give it a fatherly pat, but on the inside, Aisha heard and felt nothing as Jamila got closer and closer in line.

			

			
				Her aunt had aged as slowly as Zahra, as if their loss had paused their bodies until they could meet again in this life or the next, and she shared Zahra’s far-off gaze, in which their few days together probably replayed like old movies on an outdoor screen.

				“Hello, Aisha,” Jamila said.

				As if Aisha could hear her thoughts, she knew that Jamila really wanted to ask whether Aisha knew who Jamila was and what she had meant to Zahra so many years before.

				“Hello, Aunt Jamila.” Yes, she thought back, I know who you are and what you still mean to her now, even more than you do. Aisha leaned in and kissed her aunt’s soft cheeks, pressing the envelope into her hand as she did so.

				Jamila tucked it into her pants pocket as effortlessly as a student passing a note. The only person who could have seen their exchange was Aisha’s grandfather, who sat out on the porch smoking alone at a perpendicular angle, but when Aisha looked up, Muhammad was watching a group of birds land on the roof of the apartment building next door.

				Kareem interrupted their connection to hand Aisha a bouquet of roses and kiss her palm when he thought no one else was looking, though Hoda sent a frown their way, and Aisha fought the urge to send one right back. Until now, she had been patient with Hoda’s secret police-style grilling techniques on her family and lifestyle, mostly because of Selma’s continual emotional support and reassurance that those questions were normal in Cairo. However, Aisha’s patience was growing thin as the days passed and the interrogations got longer and more intense each time.

				“Did you organize this?” Aisha asked Kareem, sweeping her thoughts aside like her grandmother swept the hall and smelling the flowers he placed gently in her hand instead. Miriam brought a crystal vase, and the roses became the centerpiece of the whole meal.

				“Of course! You didn’t think I would let you spend your whole day shopping with Selma, did you? I had to see you, so I figured I would have to include everyone else who loves you too.”

				Aisha wanted to kiss him, her adorable, kind boyfriend who had told her a week ago she was the first and only woman he had ever loved, but would have to wait for another night when they could sneak into one of the alleys and touch in almost all the ways that Hoda feared. All but one, of course. Kareem believed in waiting to have sex until after marriage, and Aisha had agreed to wait with him for as long as they stayed together.

			

			
				“Did you invite Rose?” Aisha looked around for her friend’s telltale all-black attire. In the past weeks, Selma and Rose had become like sisters to her, angel and deviant that helped balance Aisha’s two conflicting allegiances, and she could not imagine celebrating her birthday without both of them by her side.

				“I thought it best not to. You know I like her, but Selma’s grandmother is here, and I worried she and your grandmother would be offended. Plus, after everything with Nor, I thought it best—”

				“What things with Nor?”

				“I thought you knew! They were a couple back in high school, the Romeo and Juliet of their grade, but then she started drawing attention to herself… Well, you know Nor. He’s the kind of guy who wants to fit in. I can understand why her views made him uncomfortable.”

				Aisha could not place this description with the Nor she knew. “I guess, but if he loved her…and besides, her honesty is my favorite thing about Rose. So many women pretend to be something they’re not, pretend to be religious when really they miss every call to prayer or pretend to be conservative when really they spend every night at the clubs, all just to get a husband…” She checked herself—the women she referred to all sat in the living room, and besides, she had made it her goal to tamper her strong opinions—and ended with, “it just seems unfair to judge her for being herself.”

				“All very good points.” Kareem pulled out her chair so she could sit down at the place of honor at the dining room table. “That’s why I like you so much; you don’t lie about who you are.”

				Not who I am, she thought as the others took their places, not when I had a choice.

				“So, Aisha, I’m sure Jamila will want to hear about your father.” Miriam put out a plate of goat cheese, stuffed grape leaves, hummus, and bread. “Why don’t you tell her a little bit about him while we finish preparing dinner?”

				The whole table turned toward her, their faces eager. She slowly began to recite the story her mother had drilled into her since the beginning of the summer like a prayer. But even as she lied, she could see his real face: his dyed black hair, his muscles from lifting pan after pan and washing dishes to make a little cash on the side. Of course, this was not the picture she painted for her audience. Only in her mind, in her memory, did her real father exist.

			

			
				Her mother never kept the details of Ali’s whereabouts secret from Aisha, nor the truth about their relationship once Aisha was old enough to understand it. On the day she turned eighteen, finding him had been as simple as riding the orange line all the way to Vienna and hopping a bus from there to the diner where her father had worked for as long as she had been alive. The place looked like a rundown trailer, a silver bullet rusted and worn into the dry dirt by time and a lack of customers. The sign said “Ve na’s D ner” with the r and i hanging from one nail like monkeys from a branch. Two cars sat in the parking lot, an old Mustang and a Toyota Camry with three tires, but the row of window seat booths looked empty from street view. If her father was inside and owned one of the cars, she hoped it was the Mustang with the dented hood.

				A bell rang when she opened the front door, a chime like Clarence’s from the only Christmas film her mother watched every year: It’s a Wonderful Life. A worn out woman in a faded black uniform with threads sticking out at the hem sat behind the hostess stand reading a magazine, which she closed and slapped down on the counter when Aisha walked up. Her blonde hair was fried from tips to roots, too many dye jobs and hairspray helmets, and the telltale scorpion tattoo perched on her arm, ready to strike.

				“Go ahead and sit anywhere, Hun. As you can see, we’re slow today.” The woman waved her manicured nails towards the empty diner, silent except for the sounds of the kitchen coming from the back, and went back to reading.

				Aisha sat on one of the bar stools across from the kitchen’s swinging doors, the better to peer in and look for her father. A young man who looked Syrian put a Chemistry 101 book down on the counter and leaned on his elbows across from her to take her order.

				“Salam wa aleikum,” he said, readying his pencil.

				“Excuse me?” she said, startled.

				“Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you spoke Arabic” he said in English.

				“I’m sorry, I do speak a little, but I’m not fluent. Wa aleikum ah salam. Waffles with strawberries, please, and ahwa with cream and sugar.”

				“Who taught you that Egyptian accent?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You said ahwa instead of cahwa, that’s textbook Egyptian.”

				“That would be my mother. She’s from Cairo.”

				“So’s Ali, our cook. I should tell him you’re here!”

			

			
				Before Aisha could stop him, the boy ran back to put in her order and added at the end that the waffles were for an Egyptian girl. Ten minutes later, the cook himself emerged with her decorated waffle plate. Her father wore his cook’s uniform, as tired and stained as the hostess’s, but even despite his attire he had a rugged, handsome look her mother said used to make the girls crazy. He smacked the plate down on the counter in front of her, and she couldn’t help laughing when she saw the bread was layered in the shape of a pyramid.

				“He tells me you’re Egyptian,” her father said in Arabic as he pulled up a stool on the other side of the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee. “I’m Ali. What’s your name?”

				“Aisha.”

				“Have you actually been to Egypt?”

				“No, not yet, but hopefully one day.” She tried not to give any signs that she recognized him. She had planned to just walk in and out, not sure she was ready to actually meet her father or talk to him, and yet there she was, having coffee with her dad, eating pyramid-shaped waffles. “Have you been back?”

				“Not since I left eighteen years ago. I never did my army time, so I wanted to make sure I got my green card before I visited. Then, things came up… It’s complicated, but one day I’ll go back for good. I miss my country, and I’ve had enough of this one to last me a lifetime. All Americans do is work. They never relax, they never take vacations, they never make friends. Plus, it’s impossible for us to work our way up, impossible to master their language and get a position in a company or the government, especially after 2001. If I had stayed in our country, I would never be a cook in a rundown diner making pancakes every morning for businessmen too busy talking on their cell phones to put in an order. Then again, I’d probably be making as much money either way.”

				Aisha could not think of anything to say, so she popped a huge bite of waffle into her mouth so she could watch her father instead. It amazed her that he had been there all of those years, toiling day in and day out in the back of an American diner, while her mother made friends, worked her way up at a financial aid office, and bought her first apartment. He was lonely, that much was obvious, despite the fact that he probably still brought a different girl home to his basement every night.

				Her father continued to talk about Egypt, about his family and friends and all he left behind. Aisha listened, taking in the sound of his voice more than the details of people she would not meet until years later but would remember then, the same way one remembers a dream. Eventually, her waffles dwindled, just a puddle of strawberry sauce and bits of soggy dough. Their coffee mugs emptied, were refilled by the server, and emptied again. Right then she should have been in eighth period, listening to Mrs. Andrews speak French in her horrible American accent, or passing notes with her friends about which boys they planned to ask to prom. Instead, she sat with her father and gave him more than he would ever give her: someone to listen to him, to share his loneliness, even if just for that one day.

			

			
				Eventually, a few Americans trickled into the diner, and her father put his apron back on and excused himself.

				“It was nice talking to you, Aisha, I hope you get a chance to visit our fine country one day. When you get there, tell them you know Ali Ahmed. That name should still mean something.”

				“I will.”

				Before Ali walked through the door, he turned and looked at Aisha for a second. She could see the change come across his face as it probably did the first time he set sights on America, the first time he realized the promised land was not all it promised to be and yet more.

				“What did you say your last name was?”

				“You already know,” Aisha said. Then, at the same time, Ali pushed the door and she stood up from the bar, ending what would probably be the first and last conversation they ever had. Yet for father, who had lived those eighteen years alone, and for daughter, who had always wondered why, it was enough.

				“Enough about my father,” Aisha said, ending an intricate story about a father-daughter fishing trip she stole from a movie. “Let’s talk about someone else for a change. How about you, Giddo? How did you and Tetta meet?”

				Though he rarely spoke when Miriam was around, with his wife in the kitchen preparing kabobs, Muhammad opened up about the day he had seen her for the first time. “Miriam and I were distant cousins, related by an aunt neither of us had met, but when she died, all of her relatives in south Egypt met to express our sympathies to the family. She was sixteen, practically a baby, and I was twenty, getting ready for my mandatory army time and completely unable to support a young bride. Yet when I saw her, quiet then, but curious, always trying to join the circles of men instead of preparing food with the other women, I knew she was the woman I wanted to marry.”

			

			
				Miriam entered the room with plate after plate of steaming hot food—chicken and beef kabobs, baked potatoes, okra in a red sauce—but after she served, she continued their story. “He spoke to my father about his intentions, and my father came to talk to me. He didn’t want me to spend my days on a farm like him, working the difficult land and struggling to make ends meet. He knew that Muhammad would have a good job in the city after he left the army. So I decided to go with him, to take a chance on this man I saw only once before our wedding three years later, and here we are.”

				Every woman at the table who had grown up on such stories let out a sigh except Aisha, who was still trying to get over the idea of passion between her two unromantic grandparents. She could not imagine them young and spirited, before the days of children and arranged marriages and worry, and was even more shocked when Miriam gripped Muhammad’s shoulder as she passed to bring in the dessert.

				“Let me tell you,” Miriam said as she served the shakalama, which looked like a bird’s nest and had an almond in the middle. “Things are different now than they were when I was growing up in the south. Women didn’t learn how to read or write, so to this day, the only reading I know is what I’ve taught myself from reading the newspaper. Instead, we learned how to keep a clean house, to cook any food from scratch, to care for small children like those we would eventually have on our own farms. Back then, people had so many children, five or six at least, and they worked the farm until they were old enough to get married and start a farm of their own. In the city, I was surprised to find there were only one or two children per family, and later on, my own children went to school and even college, in Suma’s case! You don’t know how lucky you are.”

				How true, Aisha thought, and then she paused. She had graduated with a Women’s Studies major, after all. Why not apply it there, in Cairo, where women needed guidance more than ever as they broke through educational barriers and made their way up corporate ladders? It was only an idea—after all, it would require a longer stay—but for the first time in over four years, she had a possible goal. Sitting in the center of her family, surrounded by people she loved and cared about, Aisha had never been so happy. Listening to them tell stories of the old days as they sipped tea made her feel like an archeologist uncovering the first clay tablets and deciphering their hieroglyphics. She realized how expansive her history was and how much closer she was to discovering it. She felt tethered, even as the same waves of insecurity and uncertainty washed against her hull. This was why she had come to Egypt, and why her mother had let her. In Egypt, she felt whole.

			

			
				After dinner, the guests trickled out with promises of teas and shopping trips during the coming weeks. Kareem stayed in the living room with Aisha as Muhammad and Miriam cleaned up in the kitchen, the pile of plates and bowls as tall as the refrigerator stuffed with leftovers. Once they heard the chatter of her grandparents reminiscing about relatives long past, he took her hand again.

				“Did you have a good time?” He threaded his fingers through hers and squeezed.

				She settled back against his side and let her head lean on his shoulder. At first, their touching felt like the first slow dance in middle school, an awkward hand on a hip or shoulder, but now it felt natural, the more effective remedy for a bad day. “The best. Thank you so much for doing all of this for me.”

				“If I’ve learned anything about you in the past few months, it’s that you deserve the best. You are an amazing woman, Aisha, and you are going to do great things with your life.”

				“You really think so?”

				“I know it. You have a fire inside of you, and when you stop covering it with worry and insecurity, it will burn brightly, like the flames Musa saw in the Sacred Valley.” Kareem shuffled around in his pocket and then brought out a small gold box with an emerald green ribbon tied around it.

				“Another present?”

				He handed it to her and waited.

				Aisha untied the ribbon and tied it around her head, the color the same as the stem of a plant and pretty against her earthy brown hair, then flipped the top of the box open to reveal a diamond engagement ring. “Ah ya Allah… Is this what I think it is?”

				“Aisha, I have had more fun with you these past months than I’ve had with anyone else, ever. Not only are you beautiful on the outside, but you also have a beautiful soul filled with passion and laughter.”

				He touched the ribbon in her hair. She fit her cheek into his palm as he pulled away.

			

			
				“Instead of leaving at the end of the summer,” he said, “I ask you to stay with me and become my wife. I promise we will be happy, and I will take care of you, no matter what life has in store for us.”

				Aisha exhaled a breath she did not know she had been holding. She took the ring out and looked at it for a minute, thinking. It was a stunning ring, one large carat stone surrounded by a band inlaid with smaller diamonds, all attached to a white gold band. It must have cost him a fortune, even if he knew someone in the business. She imagined him spending hours hunched over cases picking out the perfect one. She knew that their relationship could not go on forever without a change in status; she had known it since Hoda had told her the first time they cooked together. Yet Aisha was still caught off guard, like a child waiting for a wave to crash and then losing her balance when it did. If she said yes, she would have to stay in Cairo, a bride at twenty-two and still trying to answer the question of what do I want to do when I grow up? If she said no, she would lose Kareem forever. That was not what she wanted. He was her first real boyfriend, the first man she had ever loved, and with him she felt a sense of wholeness she had never felt with anyone since the day Nor had disappeared from her life. Her mother would have told her to follow her heart, advice she rarely followed herself but had burned into Aisha’s brain since she was a child, and her heart knew what it wanted even if her mind was unsure.

				“My answer is yes,” she said.

				The moment the word escaped her lips, Kareem enveloped her in a hug so tight she could not tell where she ended and he began. Her grandparents came in from the kitchen, apparently waiting for her to make a decision before reentering the living room, and Aisha could see tears in both of their eyes.

				“Mabrook, Aisha.” Muhammad took Miriam’s hand as she used the other one to wipe her eyes with her scarf. “Mabrook.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 17

				America, July 2010

				The idea of writing a letter had come on like a cold. At first Zahra ignored it, the scratch in her throat and slight heat across her forehead; then she fought it with vitamins and decongestants and any other pills that promise to ease suffering or at least distract from it; finally, she give in. Zahra’s letter had been that way but worse, the cold and heat in her heart battling resembled two sides of the Great Battle. She knew next to nothing about Jamila’s life; she could have been married, or even a mother. Yet as Aisha’s trip loomed closer, Zahra thought of little else but the single sheet of loose-leaf and plastic pen sitting on her desk.

				Then one day, she had feigned sick and left the office early for the first time in over ten years. The drive home was a blur of traffic lights and speeding cars, an accident on 19th Street, food trucks with brightly colored signs for burritos and plantains. The trucks reminded her of the boys selling falafels, popcorn, and pita bread on the side streets of Cairo. She could see her hands move the steering wheel but felt unconnected to them, removed, watching the minutes change on her car clock instead of paying attention to navigating the packed city traffic. At the apartment, she parked in the wrong spot but the faded paint didn’t register in her distracted brain. She climbed the steps to her door and fumbled with the keys with fingers as uncoordinated as a newborn’s. Inside the living room, she shook off her raincoat and boots by the door, then put on a mixed CD Charlotte made her of what she called strong female singers. She sat down at her desk to draft the letter she’d been keeping inside for the past twenty-two years. The pen felt heavy in her hand after years at the computer, a sword to cut through the years of weeds that had built up around her stagnant feelings, and for the first few minutes all she could write was her name: Jamila.
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				Zahra was dreaming about sneaking in to see Jamila, the same dream she had almost every night, when the phone rang in the middle of the night. She rubbed her eyes open with her fists, rolled out of the soft flannel sheets, and grabbed for the cordless sitting on the dresser.

			

			
				“Hello?”

				“Mama?”

				“Aisha? How are you, habibti?”

				“I’m sorry I haven’t called. I was angry.”

				“I know,” Zahra said, talking to the upper bunk of her bedroom though it had been empty for years. “I’m so sorry I lied to you. I tried to tell you, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

				“I gave her the letter.”

				“What?”

				“Jamila. I gave her the letter at the birthday party Kareem threw for me. She looked happy to have it.”

				“Thank you, Aisha. You don’t know how much that means to me. It’s weird, I was just thinking about that—”

				“And there’s something else…”

				“Yes?”

				“Don’t freak out.”

				It was never a good sign when a child said that to her mother. Immediately, Zahra was on the defensive.

				“It’s about Kareem. He asked me to marry him tonight.”

				The phone slipped from Zahra’s fingers, as slick as melted butter against her sweaty palms. She told herself to breathe, just breathe, but her lungs were taut canvases, unable to expand or contract until she laid her head on the pillow and sank into the feathery comfort. She picked the phone back up.

				“Are you sure this is the right decision, Aisha? We’ve discussed what marrying an Egyptian would mean, both now and in the future. Are you sure you’re ready?”

				“I think so. I know he’s the right man. He’s kind, funny, supportive. You would love him, actually. I don’t want to lose him because I grew up in the U.S. and not in Egypt.”

				Zahra did not believe her daughter was ready for marriage, but she believed the sincerity in her voice when she talked about Kareem. She had heard the hints of it when Aisha first met him, the fast-paced talking and one-track mind of a woman in love. For a girl who could never find a man good enough to make a relationship worth the heartache, this was a big step forward. So what could she say? Zahra was the poster child for bad decisions, for practical choices instead of the ones that followed your heart, and look where that had gotten her: alone in a bunk bed, trying to get some sleep so tomorrow she could code financial aid programs for twelve hours. If this Kareem really was the man he seemed to be, who was Zahra to stand in the way? And if he wasn’t, or if Aisha really wasn’t ready, she would find out herself, eventually, without Zahra alienating herself from her daughter in the process.

			

			
				“Okay, Aisha, you sound as if you know what you’re doing. I give you my blessing: stay in Egypt as long as you need to, and marry the man if you know he’s the one for you. Just give me enough notice so I can take off work for the ceremony. Make sure your grandfather does all of the necessary background checks with Kareem’s relatives, neighbors. He knows the drill.”

				“Really, Mama? I just thought you’d be against it.”

				“You’re twenty-two years old, Aisha. You’re a college graduate who went on an adventure to Egypt without prompting or planning from anyone else, and now you’re in love. It sounds as if you have your own decision-making under control.”

				“Shukraan, Mama. Shukraan. I’d better go now, Kareem, Tetta, and Giddo are waiting for me in the living room. I wanted you to be the first person we told, so I said yes and then ran away to call you.”

				“Mabrook, Aisha. Go enjoy this time with your fiancé. We’ll talk again soon.”

				As soon as she heard the receiver click on the other end, Zahra dialed one of the three numbers she knew by heart. When the woman answered on the other line, her voice laced with sleep, Zahra felt herself breathe easy for the first time since Aisha had told her the news.

				“Mia? It’s me, Zahra. I know it’s the middle of the night, but can I come over? It’s important.”
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				Mia’s apartment was a shrine to the Sudan. A maze of red and yellow scarves covered the ceiling; tribal instruments, including drums, harps, and rattles still covered in dust adorned each wall; the smells of Sudanese cooking permeated the whole house, including traditional clothes Mia wore to religious ceremonies and her short dresses. Perhaps that was why Zahra and Mia had never managed to officially break up; they were drawn together, like one of Mia’s clay statues of two figures with fused hands, just two lost women wandering the earth while their minds traveled home.

			

			
				By the time Zahra arrived, Mia already had the shisha pipe, which she called hookah, waiting on the porch and a pint of fudge-flavored ice cream sitting out on the counter. “Pick your poison,” Mia said from her bedroom. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

				Zahra carried the ice cream and two spoons out to the plastic chairs where she and Mia spent their nights. Mia, wrapped in a gold silk robe and gold slippers that sparkled in the street light, joined her. They took turns inhaling from the apple-scented water pipe then let the smoke blow across the railing and over the quiet streets, ghosts returning to their haunts.

				“So what happened?” Mia asked her once the shisha and sugar had calmed Zahra’s nerves a little.

				“My daughter’s getting married. Well, she’s engaged to be married, but she seems to really love the guy, so I think she’ll go through with it.”

				Mia whistled. “That’s a little heavier than a few creature comforts can fix, love. What are you going to do?”

				“What can I do?”

				“Not much.”

				They passed the pint back and forth, their spoons like shovels digging a grave in the center of the fluffy brown cream, until almost the whole thing disappeared.

				“So you think she’ll stay in Cairo?” Mia licked the last fudge piece from her spoon, her pink tongue bright even in the dark.

				“I don’t know. For now, at least, and maybe forever.”

				“Well then, you better get your slim butt off my porch and start packing.”

				“I can’t just leave. I have responsibilities and things I care about. My job, my apartment, my friends, you—”

				“Oh, honey, please. If you’re going to give me a bunch of excuses, I think I’ll get back to bed. The house is paid for. Charlotte and Malena have each other, and Julia has the man of the week. The office will just hire a new pencil pusher. And as for me…well, I’ll be fine, just like I’ve always been fine. I’m not saying you have to move back or anything, but at least take an extended visit, meet up with old friends, take some time to figure out what’s best for you.”

				“I don’t know. I don’t want to go back to pretending to be something I’m not.”

				“Come here. Let me show you something.”

				Mia took Zahra’s hand and led her back inside. They walked past the familiar wooden figurines and bright red wallpaper and bathroom that smelled of the aloe gel Mia spread over her body every night before she went to bed, through her bedroom where the tangle of sheets made Zahra’s insides stir, and into the closet across from the door. Mia rustled around in the piles of discarded mini-skirts and sequined blouses before emerging again with a photograph of a young girl standing next to a goat. The girl was thin and wore a loose cotton blouse. She tilted her head away from the camera, towards her goat, so that her image was more of a profile than a head shot. Her smile was shy, cautious, but turned up at the corners like she was about to laugh at her own inhibition.

			

			
				“This is Nyanath, my neighbor and best friend until I was twenty years old. She was the first and only woman I ever fell in love with, and the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. She was married to my cousin, and when my parents found out… Well, you can imagine their horror. They said I had brought dishonor on our ancestors through my illegal activities and took back the totem they had given me on my eighteenth birthday to symbolize my heritage. I was kicked out of my tribe, and no one would accept me. Because of their retribution, I was granted asylum in your country. Now I am stuck here forever, like a woman who missed the last plane. If I could go back now, after all of these years of waiting, and see Nyanath again, I wouldn’t let anything stand in my way.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 18

				Cairo, July 2010

				The illness came on quickly. One day Miriam was fine, orchestrating engagement party plans from her kitchen, and the next she was in bed, her body turning on itself like a star becoming a black hole.

				“What does he mean, ‘she’s sick?’” Aisha asked Muhammad as the doctor mumbled something in quick Arabic and tried to push past her into the hall. “What kind of sick?” She was almost fluent, but her vocabulary had never expanded to medical terms or internal organs, and she had the distinct impression that they were hiding something from her.

				“It’s nothing,” her grandfather whispered. “I’m sure she’ll be up and out of bed in no time.”

				Aisha ran to catch the doctor before he slid out the front door like an eel. He was a little man, old, with silver spectacles and a snakeskin case that held his vials and stethoscope in intricate compartments. From over a foot above him, she released a combination of English and Arabic words so harsh he began to quake.

				“If you don’t tell me this instant, so help me God, I will ruin your reputation, not only in this neighborhood, but in the whole city of Cairo. I will—”

				“Okay, okay! It’s the same prognosis I told her months ago—cancer, with less than a year to live.”

				Aisha’s hand went limp and slid off his suit jacket. “And how much of that year is left?”

				“This is it. She could go any day now. I’m sorry.”

				She let the doctor go like a cat releasing a mouse, shutting the door quietly and then walking back to her grandparents’ bedroom instead of chasing him down the hall like she wanted to. It was not his fault no one had told her. She should have seen the signs from her days with Francine: the weight loss, the yellow around her eyes, her complaints of back pain even after a good night’s sleep.

				She entered the room slowly and saw her grandfather sitting in a chair next to the bed, holding Miriam’s hand as she slept, and some of her anger drained away at the shadowy lifelessness already washing over her grandmother’s face.

			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

				“Your grandmother didn’t want it to affect your trip. You know how she is once she makes a decision. Then once you announced your engagement, she felt it was better to wait until after the party to break the news.”

				Aisha sat on the edge of the bed and touched her grandmother’s thin shoulder, so small Aisha could cup the bone in her hand, jutting out of the handmade quilt like a single rock from the ocean. Yet again she had been deceived by her family, the only unknowing player in their theatrical performance, all because of their desperate need to maintain a normalcy they had never possessed.

				“I’m going to smoke,” Muhammad said. “Will you watch her?”

				“Of course.”

				Once Muhammad disappeared, Miriam slowly opened her eyes and looked around, confused, until her eyes locked on her granddaughter. She reached out a hand towards Aisha’s face. Her forehead was red and dripping with sweat. Some kind of fever, the doctor had explained, would ebb and flow throughout her last days. Aisha pressed a cold washcloth on the burning surface.

				“Zahra?” Miriam stared up at Aisha but didn’t see her. “Zahra, it’s all taken care of.”

				“Grandmother, it’s me, Aisha.”

				“Don’t be angry with me, Zahra. I did what I had to do to keep Egypt in our blood… You understand, don’t you?”

				“Shh, everything’s fine, Grandmother.”

				“I found Aisha a good match, just like the one I found you. Now everything is as it should be, and I can die in peace. Don’t tell her. She wouldn’t like it…”

				“Tell her what?”

				Miriam lifted her head slightly, as though she was about to take a sip of water, but at the last minute turned and looked directly into Aisha’s eyes. “About the setup. You didn’t think she would find a man like that on her own, did you?”

				Aisha let her grandmother’s hand rest on the comforter. She tiptoed out of the bedroom and through the living room onto the porch where her grandfather sat in his prayer robe, lost in worry between sessions. She took the seat across from him in the plastic chair that was always empty unless she was sitting in it, as though he had been waiting for her his entire life. She inhaled the scent of city mixed with cigarette.

				“Is it true? Did Grandmother set us up?”

			

			
				Muhammad looked out over the city. “Your grandmother means well, Aisha. She wants the best for you.”

				“So it’s true.”

				“It doesn’t make your relationship any less real. You’ve done your fair share of lying since you arrived, yet it doesn’t mean you don’t love all of us.”

				After all those years. “Does everyone know?”

				“No, I’m the only one who’s had to shoulder that burden, thank Allah. Well, besides you and your mother. I woke up the night she left for her last visit to the Ahmed house, slipped on my loafers and followed her across the city. I should have turned back when I realized where she was headed, but I sat on the wall across the street and watched my daughter sneak across the roof like a cat and climb into the arms of the Ahmed child she really loved.”

				He was watching it all again. She could tell by the way he looked through her, and of all people, Aisha knew what it was like to live with a secret like that for a lifetime.

				“And you didn’t stop the wedding?”

				“What could I have done? There were many reasons your mother chose to marry Ali, and they were all the same ones I chose to stay silent. She knew she and Jamila had no future together here in Cairo, and if she refused to marry Ali, Suma would be a single mother for life. Would it have been better for her to become a social outcast, two unmarriageable daughters under one roof, wasting away their lives?”

				“I guess not.”

				“Zahra might have been the youngest, but she had the strongest will—a character trait she has passed on to you, I’ve learned. I knew no matter what, she would survive. So I let her go find her place in America and waited all these years for her to return. Then you came. So your grandmother found what she thought was a good match for you. Where’s the harm, when it turns out Kareem really was a good match? She did what she thought was best.”

				He patted her arm, the first time he had touched her during her trip. She closed her eyes and just listened to the sounds of Cairo bustling beneath their perch. The honk of horns, the greetings passed by men on their way to work, and the vendors calling out their wares to the same old women who had shopped there since her mother left her home on the day that had changed all of their lives forever rose up to her.

				The next morning, after a fitful sleep and several turns watching over her grandmother, Aisha woke to Muhammad sitting on the edge of her bed. He had never entered her room since that first day, and as soon as she saw his hunched back, she knew what had happened. He handed her a few tissues from his pocket, crumpled paper like the discarded letters her mother had written and then thrown away. Though he said nothing, he stayed with her until her tears stopped. His face was blank, unmoving, and as soon as she stopped crying he wandered to the door with a cigarette already in-hand.

			

			
				“Remember her well,” he said in a dull voice. “For no matter how it seemed, she loved you more than anyone else.” Then he was gone, lost in the world of his sorrow, and for the next few days, she could not reach him through his dull eyes.
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				When Aisha returned from buying vegetables at the market the next day, she found the front door open and heard loud sobs coming from the living room. After she placed the bags down gently, transferring them from her hips to the floor like children, she followed the sound. A large group of women were perched on furniture and floor like so many cats, crying and making more noise than she had ever heard in her life. A few of them were screaming, their mouths open like specters, while others beat their breasts or hit their heads in rhythm. In the middle of the turmoil was her great aunt, Muhammad’s sister, her pale, wrinkled face contorted in pain as she produced several curdling screams. The rest echoed her like a pack of wolves, heads raised up as they emitted their calls, trying to outdo the others’ noise.

				In the kitchen, the husbands of the women were gathered around a radio, turning the Quran reading up to drown out the disturbing mourning calls in the other room. Two of them played chess at the kitchen table, and a few others debated the latest soccer match in voices she could not even hear over all the racket.

				“What in the world is going on?” Aisha shouldered her way through the kitchen to put the bags on the counter.

				“When someone dies,” one of the men explained, “all the women gather to cry, scream, and do whatever else they can to mourn the dead in the loudest way possible. Your grandfather tried to fight them off, but your great aunt had a key and let the others in. I think he’s holed up in his bedroom, probably looking for his ear plugs.”

			

			
				“Thanks.” She walked down the hall to her grandfather’s room and knocked. She couldn’t hear whether he answered or not, so she turned the handle and found him standing by the window, looking out as a prisoner would look through his bars.

				“Why won’t they go away?” he asked her. “Make them go away.” In his hand was one of Miriam’s dresses, the one she had worn whenever she had a long day of cooking ahead of her. He wrung it through his hands over and over again. He would not say anything else, so she closed the door and went back the way she had come to try to convince everyone to leave.

				“My grandfather is not well,” she was in the middle of saying to her great aunt when someone walked past her. She saw her grandfather holding something in his hand. By the time she realized it was a shotgun, she had no time to get closer to him or knock it out of his hand. He looked like an aged cowboy, John Wayne in The Train Robbers before everything started to explode, and the only emotion present on his face was rage.

				“Get out,” he yelled.

				The women scurried like rats across the wooden floor and into the arms of their husbands. All except her great-aunt, who stayed seated and gave her brother a defiant glance before continuing her hysterics. In a second, her grandfather raised the gun, aimed, and fired. A sound like the crash of a trash bin’s lid but louder echoed through the room, causing Aisha to duck. All of the relatives ran back to see what had happened, and then he prepared to fire again. Luckily, he had missed her leg and shot through the floor instead, whether accidentally or intentionally Aisha could not tell, and her great-aunt ran as fast as her arthritic legs could carry her.

				Aisha checked with the neighbors downstairs to make sure that no one living below them was injured. She promised to pay for the damage and ran back to her grandfather, who sat in the same easy chair he had collapsed into right after the last guest ran from the apartment.

				“Grandfather, I think it’s time you let the gun go,” she said in a soothing voice.

				Slowly, he handed over the heavy weapon, and she took it carefully, switching on the safety and then placing it out of easy reach.

				“Isn’t the quiet nice?” he asked.

				“Very nice.” She was about to say more when she heard a loud knock on the door. She immediately began praying it was not the police or a pack of angry relatives who would set her grandfather off again.

			

			
				“Coming,” Aisha said as the knock got louder. She swung the door open, prepared for the worst, but instead saw a familiar form with a red carry-on bag and straw hat with a blue ribbon wrapped around the middle. “Mom?”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 19

				Cairo, July 2010

				During the day, Zahra mourned her mother with Muhammad and Aisha. She boxed Miriam’s clothes and donated them, cooked the intricate meals they had grown accustomed to, and talked about all of the pleasant times they had that summer. She learned about her daughter’s newfound loves and losses. But at night, the city unfolded around her like a moonflower. She visited Cairo Tower, the tallest structure in Egypt, and the city lights spread around her like fallen stars. She spent nights incognito in coffee shops and shisha bars, listening to the symphony of her native tongue. She walked through the markets at dusk, the shopkeepers and their children packing their carts and closing their shops as one would close the eyelids of the dead. In a way, it was her own mourning tradition. Miriam would have wanted her to reattach to the umbilical cord of her country, to let its colors and smells soak into her skin and clothes like steeped tea, to use the strength of her people to relive the moments that had taken her abroad and let go of her regrets.

				Aisha’s boyfriend called regularly. Every day Zahra or Muhammad told him the same thing, “Aisha’s not ready to talk yet. When she is, she will tell you.”

				Zahra could tell that Kareem was an honest man, a kind, easily pleased man, but she also knew her daughter well enough to leave the decision-making to her. Aisha filled her mother in on the drama she had missed, the list of characters—Rose, Selma, Hoda, Nor, Kareem—who had occupied her days. Zahra learned them as one learned the descriptions of public figures, their photographs on Aisha’s wall like cutouts of belly dancer Tahia Carioca or actress Somia El-Khashab. Thus, she was not surprised when one night she heard a voice hesitantly call her name as she wandered a side street near home. She saw Rose, Aisha’s friend, standing in a doorway.

				“Zahra Ahmed, right? I recognize you from photos, but you two look so similar I would have known you anywhere.”

				“Rose, isn’t it?”

				“Yes, that’s what I go by now. How is she?” Rose walked toward her with several baskets on her arms.

			

			
				“It’s hard to say. She took her grandmother’s death very hard, and with everything that happened with Kareem, she just needed some time to think.”

				“I understand completely. I’ve been through that phase several times, especially when Nor… Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot.”

				“It’s okay. Aisha told me. What are the baskets for, if I might ask?”

				“It’s food. Every week I pass out food and any medical supplies or school supplies I can get my hands on, extra stuff from our homes and those of our friends, and deliver them to all of the families living on these roofs.” Rose pointed up eight stories to the darkening sky.

				Zahra imagined the poor children sitting on the concrete like raggedy birds who could never fly home.

				“Aisha used to help me before Miriam passed away,” Rose said, “but now it’s back to just me again.” She hoisted one of the baskets onto her hip, and put the second one down on the ground.

				“Here, let me get it.” Zahra took the second basket in her arms. “I’ll help you deliver the supplies tonight, and hopefully by next week, Aisha will be back to her old self again.”

				“Really? Thank you, Mrs. Ahmed.”

				“Please, call me Zahra.”

				“Then thank you, Zahra. These deliveries mean the world to them.”

				Zahra followed Rose through the apartment’s lobby, then up eight stories and out through the fire escape. A family of five sat huddled in a circle, their clothes dusty and street-worn. The mother held a crying child against her breast. One of the children lay on a pile of blankets, his legs misshapen and short. Rose knelt by him first to give him the used history book with Selma’s name on the cover. She made her way around the group, bestowing gifts as her own version of the Christians’ Santa Claus, until she knelt by the mother and handed her the rest of the first bag: fresh fruit, band-aids, extra sheets, and of course, money. The woman kissed Rose’s cheek, the baby stirring slightly against her when she moved, then blew a kiss to Zahra, who waved back and tried not to let any tears fall until they were out of eyesight.

				Back on the stairs, Zahra could not help choking up when she thought of those families scattered around the city, building fires on their small roof turfs that burned like fireflies all over Cairo. “How many do you care for?” she asked Rose as they waited for the elevator.

				“As many as I can.”

				“You are very kind, Rose, to do all of this for them.”

			

			
				“There is no one else to do it.”

				Rose’s eyes burned with a passion Zahra had seen in Aisha’s eyes that week. Zahra knew now where Aisha’s new direction had come from. “Someday, all of this is going to change.”

				That night, when Zahra finally returned home, exhausted, Aisha and her father were waiting nervously on the porch for her arrival. “Two peas in a pod.” Zahra stood behind Aisha’s plastic chair and put her hands on Aisha’s shoulders. Now that she was home safely, her father retreated to his bedroom, quiet in his mourning but at least willing to leave the house. Zahra took his seat, feeling the warmth of him on her back.

				“Guess who I ran into tonight,” Zahra said.

				“Who?”

				“Rose. You were right by the way, she’s wonderful. You know, I’ve been thinking—”

				“Uh-oh.”

				“Rose is right. Egypt it changing. I can feel it, like the foreshocks of an earthquake. Things are different than they were, and we’re different.”

				Aisha thought for a minute. “I think you’re right. Maybe that’s what this summer is about, more than anything else. The past, yes, but even more so the future. I’ve been trying to piece it all together in my head, to figure out what I want and what everyone else wants from me, and how to do it all, and it doesn’t work.”

				“No, it doesn’t. It’s not selfish to take time to find yourself. In fact, it’s the opposite of selfish.”

				“Thanks, Mom. You’re right. So what now? I mean, for you?”

				“For me?” Zahra took a deep breath, preparing not to say the words but to accept them. “It’s time for me to make amends.”
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				Zahra walked up to the gate of the Ahmed’s household, which belonged to Jamila now, and stood with a finger poised at the doorbell. The familiar pulse of panic ran through her body, and though she had crossed an ocean to reach the woman she had loved for over two decades, she could not take the final step into the Ahmeds’ home. Doubts, fostered during the years of responsibility and disappointment, bred in her mind. The innocent passion of her childhood, which had sent her crawling over the wall before, had been replaced by insecurities. What if Jamila was embarrassed by their past? Or worse, what if she did not recognize Zahra?

			

			
				Instead of pushing the doorbell, Zahra walked the perimeter of the wall and found the familiar footholds imprinted like gripped fingers on her memory. She put one hand and then the other into the high holds, fuzzed by moss, then put her feet in the lower ones and pulled up to hoist her now motherly body against the wall. She reached for the next set of holds, and again she strained against the pull of gravity and age, until she finally felt the wall’s warm, flat top beneath her palm.

				This is it, she thought as she secured her hands on the other side and dragged her chest over the edge. Please, Allah, let her remember me.

				In the garden, under a canopy of vines held up by a trellis, sat a woman wrapped in a sky blue shawl. Jamila’s hijab rendered her unidentifiable from the back, but when she turned at the sound of her name, Zahra saw the same familiar round face and the same surprised smile that she once had climbed that wall to win.

				A pile of clipped flowers sat in Jamila’s lap, slowly becoming an arrangement in a vase on the wrought-iron table. Jamila stood and let them fall to the ground in a flurry of pink and white when she realized who had breached the wall.

				Perhaps under that hijab Jamila’s hair was white or gray. Perhaps, when she came closer, the sun spots and wrinkles would turn her face like a photograph too long in the sun. But from Zahra’s spot on the wall, looking down at her lover, Jamila seemed to have stayed frozen in this garden the entire time Zahra had been gone, an immortal goddess trapped in the confines of her family home.

				“Enta et akhart leh?” Jamila approached the wall. What took you so long?

				“I had to swim the ocean.” Zahra rested her hands behind her on the wall and relaxed into their support. “But now I’m back. And I might as well tell you that if you invite me down from this wall, I’m never leaving you again, no matter what.”

				Jamila stood below her, looking up and squinting into the beams of sunlight filtering through the trees. “I’m counting on it. Now come on down, so we can plan the journey back together.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter 20


				Cairo, August 2010

				Aisha had asked Kareem to meet her in their coffee shop early in the morning, while her family and the rest of Cairo slept. She trudged along the familiar path to the shop, while dawn broke like an egg yolk on top of the apartment buildings nearby. On the phone, he had sounded relieved to hear her voice but hesitant, the silence pregnant with tension. The conversation had been short. She wanted to see his face in person when they spoke. She was the only patron in the cramped café, claiming the same table where she had watched Kareem play chess for the first time. As she sat down, their phantom selves seemed to linger at the adjacent table. She ordered before he arrived—one black coffee for her and one tea for him—and tapped the side of the coffee cup nervously with her fingernails.

				Kareem walked in a few minutes after seven, the ding of the bell startling her out of her thoughts. He held a book under his arm. When he sat down across from her, he slid the book across the table and said nothing, just slouched into his seat.

				“Memoirs of a Woman Doctor,” Aisha read aloud. “What is it?”

				Kareem took a deep breath. “Remember how I said we didn’t have feminists in Egypt? It turns out I was wrong, and this is one of them. I thought you might appreciate her work.”

				“It’s perfect.” Aisha paged through the paperback. “This might be the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received. Thank you.”

				They sat in silence for a few seconds as she collected her thoughts.

				Before she could speak, Kareem finally blurted out, “I’m so sorry about your grandmother. And I’m guessing by your silence over the past two weeks that she told you about her influence over our relationship. But I promise you, I had no idea you would walk into that coffee shop that day, or that you would steal my heart in the first few minutes we spoke. That was real, and no amount of grandparents’ influence could have made me fall in love with you. It just happened. I should have told you, I’m sorry, but I was so afraid that you would stop talking to me.”

				“I understand.” Aisha took his hand. “I didn’t stop talking to you because I was mad. I stopped talking to you because I needed some time to think.”

				“About what?”

			

			
				“About what I came here to say.” Aisha paused and took a mental picture of that moment: their interlaced hands, his hopeful smile, the book between them on the table. She smelled the scent of his cologne, some kind of spice, mixed with his freshly washed hair. She ran her fingers over his warm skin as it heated her cold hands. Then she tucked that beautiful photograph away in her memory for the many times she might need to call on it for strength and began to speak.

				“After college, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. I had a degree I couldn’t use, an Egyptian family I didn’t know, and a past founded on lies and deceit. This summer, I finally found my calling. I want to open a nonprofit to help disenfranchised women get back on their feet. It’s not going to be an easy job, and I know I won’t be able to put my heart into planning a wedding while doing it.” She took the ring, which she had been nervously turning round and round, off her finger, the small weight a noticeable burden gone from her hand, and put it in his upturned palm. “I’m not saying I want to break up, because I don’t. But I need time to learn and grow here.”

				“I understand.” Kareem took her hand again. “We can wait—”

				“You say that now, but you know how much your sister will pressure you to take the next step. And in a way, she’s right. Dating me really could ruin your reputation. Not only do I want to start a nonprofit, but I want Rose to be my assistant. I won’t compromise that fact just because your family doesn’t want to associate with her. I am the daughter of the same kind of woman, a woman who would be on the edge of society if she were open about her choices. I’m not going to put on a good Egyptian wife costume just to marry the man of my dreams.” The pain in Kareem’s face pained her, but at the same time, confidence in her cause bolstered her voice. “That’s not who I am, and I know that now.”

				“I see.” He sat for a while, stirring his sweetened tea in endless sugary circles. “I’m happy for you, because I know this is what you came here to find, but you know I can’t give my assent. Dating you would jeopardize my own opportunities, and my sister’s, too. I can’t pretend to be someone I’m not either, and I’m not the maybe-future-husband of a liberal nonprofit leader with a bad reputation. I care too much about what people think to do that…and after spending all this time in Cairo, I’m sure you understand why.”

				“I do.”

			

			
				Kareem pocketed the ring, put money down for their drinks, and stood. “Thank you for your honesty, Aisha. I will never find another girl as wonderful you.” With that, he abruptly turned and walked out of the coffee shop, the bell announcing his departure like a gavel banging on a wooden sound block.

				Aisha cried for a while over her coffee, tears mixing with the thick brown liquid, until another patron entered the café and forced her to cover her red eyes with sunglasses. She headed into the sunny Cairo morning, letting the light warm and calm her, and forced herself to put one foot in front of the other. She didn’t want to go home yet, so she stretched her legs by briskly walking down a few of the nearby streets in search of a great bakery to buy the butter cookies her grandmother used to make. Nothing could be more comforting after a breakup, or more delicious.

				But instead of the bakeries, she began to notice women everywhere. They were on the corner, setting up their blankets and making signs for their children to hold and in the park, sitting quietly on the benches as the birds scrounged for the same spare bread. Women sat on the roofs with their children peering over the edge and occasionally throwing a piece of cloth over the side so that it fluttered like a butterfly on its way down to the sidewalk.

				Hold on, Aisha thought at them as she sped up, Nawal El Saadawi’s book tucked under her arm, I’m coming. And in its own way, in the sounds of the markets and the shaking of coin jars and the honking of horns, her city answered her.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Epilogue

				Cairo, July 2013

				Aisha sat in her grandfather’s old chair, rocking back and forth, back and forth, a cigarette lit and burning between her fingers like incense. It was the final one in the pack, the last Marlboro her grandfather had ever touched, and she treasured the familiar smell as she treasured the creak of wood on concrete and the gold rails he had painted over and over again once he was too sick to leave the house. In the last three years, they had become inseparable. Whenever she was not working at the office of her nonprofit, she was by his side.

				When the uprising happened, during what Americans called The Arab Spring, and Egyptians threw out the man who had ruled their country for thirty years, her grandfather taught her how to shoot his shotgun in case one of the men who guarded their apartment were to fall during looting or riots. When people gathered in the streets, waving Egyptian flags and singing, he leaned on her arm and they walked through the packed roads together, amazed at how much could happen in so short a time. Now, less than a month after the ousting of President Morsi, she had to watch the continual transformation of her country alone.

				Aisha heard a knock at the door, and she snuffed out the cigarette and left it in her grandfather’s glass ashtray, another few minutes left before the cigarette burned down to the filter. She swung open the door and saw Zahra and Jamila holding hands. Her mother was already crying, and Jamila comforted her as best as she could. Even with tears running down her face, Zahra looked healthier than she had in years. Her weight was back to normal, and her thinned-by-stress hair had filled out and grown.

				“It’s okay, Mama.” Aisha hugged them both and pulled their identical suitcases inside the hallway. “It was his time.”

				“I’m so glad you were here with him, Aisha,” Jamila said as she waited for Zahra to emerge from the bathroom with tissues for all of them. “You took such good care of him in his last days. He was never a man of many words, but I’m sure he appreciated it more than you know.”

				“Shukraan, A’ma Jamila. I cleaned out my old bedroom, so you can put your things in there for now. There’s some food in the fridge, homemade stuffed cabbage and lahma bil basal if you’re hungry.”

			

			
				“I barely recognized you when you answered the door.” Zahra sat down on the sofa. “You look so much older, even with all the pictures you’ve sent.”

				“A lot has happened in three years,” Aisha said. Another knock came at the door. “I think the others are starting to arrive. Brace yourselves, there’s a lot of people coming.”

				Her family and friends came to the door at such an almost non-stop flow of kisses and hugs that kept Aisha answering their knocks for over an hour. Selma and her husband arrived with their daughter, already a year old. Nor and Rose came shortly after, exhausted from long days at the office and wedding planning at night. Suma and the other cousins, uncles, aunts, and neighbors walked in with plates of food and fruit, all there to shoulder the weight of Muhammad’s passing. Finally, when Aisha was about to shut the door and begin the speech she had prepared that afternoon, she saw one more familiar face waiting in the stairwell.

				“Kareem?”

				He walked out of the shadows. Not much had changed about him in the last three years. He still had the same easy, flowing movements, the same long, black hair, and the same smile that made her weak at the knees whenever she caught sight of it in the market.

				“I didn’t think you’d come. Does your wife know you’re here?”

				He gave her a sheepish grin, and she couldn’t help smiling.

				“Regardless, it’s good to see you,” she said.

				“And you. I’m so sorry about your grandfather. He was always kind to me. I can’t stay long, you know how women are, especially pregnant women, but I wanted to give you my condolences.”

				“Thank you, that means a lot to me.”

				He shuffled his feet a little, his discomfort echoing her own. To stand so close and not to touch…

				“I heard you were leaving,” he said, looking up. “Is it true?”

				“Yes, I’m going home for a while. I’ll keep the apartment, and my staff will run the nonprofit until I come back, if I come back, but now that my grandfather is gone I want to spend more time with my mother and Jamila. That means a move, at least for now.”

				“I’m sorry to see you go. And I’m sorry, too, about—”

				“It was a long time ago, Kareem. We don’t need to talk about it.”

				“No, I want to say this, please. I’m sorry I couldn’t wait for you to figure things out, that I wasn’t patient. I let my family influence my judgment, especially about your mother, and I’ve regretted it ever since.”

			

			
				“Trust me, I understand that more than anyone else probably could. But don’t regret it. As it turns out, it was for the best.”

				Kareem took her hand, and she let him hold it, just for a second. She could feel his pulse quicken under her equally warm skin, and his fingers tightened on hers as though he might never have let them go. Then she pulled away, withdrawing into the sense of peace she had worked three years to find. He disappeared, just another shadow in the city of a thousand minarets. Aisha turned and entered the apartment, where her family waited expectantly for her to take the seat at the front of the room.
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