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Dedication 
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To the person I love most,

To the person I want to be similar to, but different from...

To you, mom. To your ongoing prayers for me, your unconditional love, and to your courage.
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To my brilliant best friends A & D, 

to our moments of tears and laughter.

To your enthusiasm whenever you know I want to show you something I wrote...
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Prologue 
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Scattered stories about scattered incidents and experiences in life. It’s about you, me and them. It’s about people you know or may want to know.

Don’t you think that it’s good to know stories about people who live on this earth or—lived on it?

Where the past interlaced with the present, the art of storytelling was born. 

The stories we tell, our stories, are in some way, biased. We love to portray ourselves as the main character, which is, you know, totally understood. I won’t advise you to decentralize your fantasy about yourself, it’s important and will come in handy here—or maybe, somewhere else, too.

But remember, what makes you the “main character”, dear fellow human, is the fact that there are other characters around you, around me, and around them. If you want to function properly as the “main character” you need to know how the minor ones function or—used to function. After all, we are minor characters in their stories, right?

I told you dear fellow human. It’s scattered. It’s a vortex, and it's vertigo, the life we live in. There is a story behind the story. You’re still reading because you think that learning about other minor characters’ vertigo will give you the mystical equilibrium that you’ve been looking for since birth—or maybe, you want to feel that your vertigo is benign and not that malignant, right? 

Well, dear fellow human reader, let’s relish in each other’s vortex and vertigo!

Vortex 1
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“THE LAST PAGE IS HALF blank at the end of each chapter. It’s relieving. It gives your eyes the needed space to breathe.” Asma’a reflected with her dreamlike mind. Her senses jerked back to reality when she saw her academic textbooks scattered all over her desk. The scene, as you may imagine, suffocated her vision. Another thought exploded in her weary mind: “Well, I think in order to have some blankness in the end, things should be jam-packed in the beginning.”

To her chagrin, the chapters in that textbook don’t have that last half-blank page. She couldn’t philosophize her shrewd observation now. She let her charcoal eyes roam over the pages to store the needed amount of information, so that she can get a decent grade on that intrusive exam. 

It’s true that many students think that attending classes and paying attention to their teachers is futile because you basically can understand the material better on your own by watching a video or some AI magic. Of course she doesn’t think so, she just actually believes in it wholeheartedly. What she believes in regarding such matters is of no avail now.

It was untimely. The Alarm didn’t go off or maybe it was that diurnal deafness in her ears. “Futile.” Her mind taunted her. 

She miraculously dressed up in 10 minutes and how she reached there was just a blur. Not being on time when you have an exam is pure self-depreciation. Her mind went half blank, but kept the crammed material in another chamber of mind.

Panting, she knocked on the door but no one was inside. She had only 30 minutes left to be allowed to take the exam. Was the exam even today? Did she even register for this course ? Her perception of reality was hazy—taunted until all of a sudden, the teacher in question made himself visible. 

Visibility. That was the least thing she wanted now. Her time was trickling away. With a quivering voice she verbalized her situation to the teacher and luckily she had 25 minutes left to frantically solve the exam. 

Was it hard? Sure. But, for her, solving hard things is not a galactic problem in life now. Luckily, again, the last page on the exam was half blank. 

Vortex 2
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HERE, WE HAVE A FORLORN bamboo vase in the corner. Its thin tangled roots are visible from the translucent vase, but a thin layer of dust shyly accumulated on it, creating a peculiar type of ecosystem. The vase must change its place forthwith.

That prompt declaration is due to expecting some ephemeral visitors whose taste might detest the location of this lush bamboo. Permanent paraphernalia emigrate when temporal humans stop by. Though the other residents of home, the permanent ones, believe that the current place is suitable where the bamboo can bask in the light kiss of sunray every morning. But this morning is different. 

The hustle and bustle when we’re expecting the fleeting phantoms starts always with the early yawning moments of the day. The curtains are still closed as a warden who insulates the Sun and the air from penetrating the bleak rooms. The rooms are neat, actually they’re sterile. It feels unhuman to have everything spick-and-span. Alma decides to bestow her permission upon the Sun and the air, so finally, they can, furtively, caress the opaque furniture. The translucent vase is still there.

Things, places, and people need to embrace a new set of rules to show the phantoms how much this soulless house is well put-together. A toddler from the indigenous residents wanted to play with sand, the thing he simply did yesterday because he had noticed the applause from the adults around him while doing so. Alma, got her face pale when she saw him dashing towards the sand outside, but on time, she plucked him up, chided him, and escorted him inside. He is a debonair toddler now. 

Alma left no speck of dust unturned. The cat can’t saunter around and shed fur here and there, so it needs to be hastily herded into that dim sequestered room. The door is locked. Everything is now sickly in order. The cerulean divan looks dubiously new. The carpets are regal now, and the suntanned coffee table sprawls luxuriously. “Everything is in place.” She thought. Then her eyes sniped at the ragged looking vase. It’s still there.

She hurriedly strides toward it and plucks the gnarled vase up. She couldn’t change its place easily. It was heavy and defiant— that was ineffective and in a matter of moments the bamboo vase was uprooted. It got displaced into another faraway corner where the vista of the living room... looks dull and monochromatic. 

The doorbell roars, voices, in such occasions, get mixed up and a concoction of commotion is on display. While greeting each other, they wear that international veneer of a smile. Things, as Alma wanted, look effortless. 

The toddler is no longer loud or rowdy, the chiding was effective. The phantoms’ kids horseplay, chase each other, and kick some balls. Alma said nothing to them or to their phantomy parents. In fact, she is pleased because that means these kids feel it’s like home here. No one hears the muffled meows. 

The ball is rolling and rolling, things escalate, louder and louder. The sun started to shy away and the shadows of these people started to dance on the walls. The ball gets ballistic, and in a split second the prehistoric vase— that vase shatters. Serrated shreds and nurdles of blood glisten onto the regal carpet.
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THE BUS IS ALMOST EMPTY today. Observes Jumana, leaning her head against the window where images of streets and faces recede behind it. The weather is fair, but her mind is not so. Anxiety gnaws at her brain cells because of her thesis that needs a lot of work. She races to the main library on campus to save her thesis. It's the priority in her life now. Getting her MA degree is the way to make life more “ebullient”.

Jumana’s phone roars in the middle of the serene library. Exasperated and embarrassed, she runs out to answer her friend. Bayan is on the phone, a chatty, bubbly girl whom Jumana met when they were still doing their BA degree as freshers. Standing in between her unfinished thesis and the demanding call, Jumana decides to answer the phone, but she decides to be a bit curt so it won’t take her ages away from her beloved thesis.


-  “hello, Bayan”

-  “HELLOOO Girl! I wanted to call you yesterday but I had an appointment with the hairdresser, you must see my new bangs, anyways, so now... oh yes,  I’m calling to invite you to my birthday party next week. You didn’t forget about it, right? It's gonna be so lavish with a lot of...”

-  “Yea yea Bayan cool, I’ll see.”

-  “We’ll have a lot of yummy food and snacks but I don’t know which dress to choose. I got 3 but I need a color that will make my natural beauty pop, you know, and there are 2 pairs of stilettos that...”

-  “Nice, anything will look beautiful on you as usual, I gotta hang up now.”

-  “Oh, are you still working on that doohickey?”

-  “It’s the thesis, and yes it still needs some tweaks”

-  “Ok I don’t want to consume your time then, so I’ll send you pictures of my dresses and other things to give me your opinion and there’s a pallet of new eyeshadow but I don’t know....”

-  “Ok sure yea, send me now, and talk to you later sweetie, bye.” 



With a deep exhale, Jumana trudges back to her spot. Interacting with people is really draining lately. She turns off the notifications and goes back to her academic lair. After every 40 minutes, she takes a break, and there’s a memory that recently goes afloat in her head where she and Bayan were enjoying a hearty meal during their sophomore year at a fancy restaurant, and there, they both agreed on the fact that pursuing higher studies is a waste of life and it’s the very thing that’s paranoia-inducing. They observed sagely based on the professors they met so far. Bayan added, “there are good fellas you know but that’s a very scant number, maybe those are the ones who pursued it because of the mere insatiable desire for knowledge, not like you know, for other reasons.” 

To which camp does Jumana belong to, she doesn’t want to think of it now. 

She has barely made a dent in her thesis. Her mind was throbbing accompanied with her silly panda-like eyes. “Success is ennui.” She murmured with a distraught voice. She has to take a break, she must blink and move her aching wrests gently.  

There is a window. Jumana lets her eyes hover there and she spots three friends hunching over a textbook and one of them appears to be explaining something grand to the other two guys. From their facial expressions, she notices that Eureka moment adorning their faces, they all laughed sheepishly after the new revelation and all of them faded into the horizon. She had such moments back in the day, with Bayan, who always explained things to them and the rest of the gang.

Three years ago, Jumana decided that she must pursue an MA because she didn’t find the job she painted in her mind so that new grand chances will swoon over her. She imagined herself getting a new sense of prestigious fulfillment. Euphoria encompassed her when her priorities changed. Changing priorities was important, indeed. Ecstatically, she let the other distracting things dwindle away. One of those things was her trivial social life and her bimbo friends. It was hard to be daintily educated and still surrounded by such people. Jumana has only one mission that needs long-term laser attention.

Notifications blowing up her phone.

Pictures of dresses, tons of accessories and makeup, with seven podcast-length voice notes and a text:

“ YO! Sarah will join us too!! She got back from UAE and she brought me and you gifts <3” 

Jumana almost forgot about Sarah, she is a mathematics teacher now who got a lucrative job there. Jumana didn’t know when was the last time she talked to
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