[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
Dedication
Acknowledgments
Prologue
Chapter One
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Two
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Three
I
II
III
Chapter Four
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Five
I
II
III
Chapter Six
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Seven
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Eight
I
II
III
IV
Chapter Nine
I
II
III
Epilogue
About the Author
ALSO BY HANAN AL-SHAYKH
Copyright Page

 
 
TO TAREK AND JUMAN MALOUF
AND
TO LONDON

Acknowledgements
My gratitude to Marsha Rowe for her help
and to Eve Arnold and Carmen Callil
for their invaluable support.
 
My thanks to Leighton House, the British Library—
particularly the Oriental and India Office Collections for
letting me handle rare manuscripts—and to
British Telecom for taking me up the BT tower.

Prologue
Amira’s shriek, ’Woe is me, woe is me, woe is me’, drowned out the chorus of ’God is most great, God is most great’ from the other passengers as the aircraft hurled itself up and down like a yo-yo. Her relentless lament, together with the turbulence, completely unsettled Lamis, the woman sitting next to her. My son, Lamis thought. How could I have left him? And then: My bag, my passport, while the aircraft straightened up and she tried to gather the fragments of herself together.
A young Englishman stood to help an air hostess to her feet, but Amira’s racket made it impossible for the passengers to regain their composure and their senses continued to work overtime, picking up on any slight tremor, especially now that they had been made aware of what was so familiar that they usually forgot about it: they were roaming through the great unknown in a tin box with wings.
Amira wailed and flapped her wrists at anyone who came to reassure her. Her fingers looked like little fishes with sparkling rings around their necks and brightly coloured tails, and her broad face resembled the bumper of an antique Oldsmobile, with its heavy make-up and big gold-rimmed spectacles, and her light brown, shoulder-length hair, teased to make it look fuller. Several times she stood up as if she were trying to escape, and her bottom stuck out like a small table, big enough to take an ashtray or a glass.
Amira screamed and cried and ignored the soothing words, whether they came from Lamis or the Gulf man accompanied by his nephew, whom she had chatted up at Dubai Airport, and who was turning round from his seat near the front to tell her that God had heaven and earth in his hands, or the Englishman from across the aisle, or even the Captain, who had left his cockpit and was walking among the passengers reassuring them, like a nurseryman inspecting his trees.
’Don’t cry,’ Nicholas was saying, hoping that Amira would open her eyes and respond. ’Everything’s fine. The turbulence is over. It won’t happen again.’
’Woe is me! Woe is me! God preserve me!’ Amira wailed, thinking to herself: I repent, oh God, I repent. Please don’t punish me.
As soon as the plane had taken off she had begun counting pounds and putting them into envelopes in wads of five hundred.
’It’s just a bit of turbulence, that’s all,’ Nicholas said.
This only rekindled Amira’s hysteria, and her sobbing gathered momentum as she saw herself plummeting through the air once more.
Nicholas looked at Lamis, who appeared so composed, and he raised his eyebrows and pressed his lips together as if to acknowledge that he could do no more for Amira.
Inwardly Lamis herself was shaking with terror. Her precious British passport: the flight attendant had already announced its loss several times.
A few moments later Nicholas found it on the floor under the seat in front of him and handed it back to her. Lamis thanked him - the Englishman had given her back her life - and as she did so he looked back at her for longer than he meant to, thinking of the naked Devedasis he’d seen two days before in the stillness of the temple at Khajuraho, with their seductive bodies, full breasts, bracelets on their arms and ankles, rings in their ears, girdles around their waists and ties that hung down at the back - whether they were sitting, standing, looking straight ahead or to one side, with their hair flowing or their faces raised, they evoked desire.
A flamboyantly dressed man clutching a wicker basket came wandering down the aisle, confident that he would find what he needed in Business Class. He leaned across and jogged Lamis’s arm. ’Excuse me, Mamselle. Please, have you got a sedative? My nerves...’
Lamis reached into the zip pocket of her bag for her packet of sedatives, wondering how this man with the basket had guessed that she took them.
’Merci, merci. Heaven sent you to my rescue, Mamselle.’
Amira, whose weeping fit had subsided, stopped reciting the Muslim creed to prove to God that she’d repented, and looked at them.
Lamis offered Amira a sedative, but Amira shook the little fishes at her. ’No, no. God forbid! I wouldn’t want to be half asleep if something happened.’
’Mamselle, Mamselle. I want to tell you a secret. Please swear you’ll keep it to yourself. Swear you won’t tell on me ... I’ve got a little monkey in this basket.’
Lamis looked at the wickerwork receptacle that the man was holding against his chest. It was so tiny. How could it hold a monkey? She didn’t want to get involved. What if he were arrested? Nevertheless, she forced herself to ask, ’What’s wrong? Has it escaped?’
’How could it? Its feet and hands are tied, and I keep the basket stuck to me like a leech. But I need to give the monkey a pill to make it sleep or it will chew its way out.’
’I gave you one.’
’I know. You gave me two. I’m not crazy even though I might look it, but the monkey won’t swallow the pill unless it’s hidden inside something else, like grapes or chocolate.’
’No, sorry. I haven’t got anything. Ask the stewardess.’
’How can I ask her? Everybody’s so busy! She won’t answer me.’
When Lamis showed no interest in saving him he turned to Amira. ’Please, Madame, make a fuss like before, and ask them for food. A piece of cheese or chocolate.’ He leaned down until his face was almost touching hers. ’There’s a monkey in this basket. I’ve got to send it to sleep before it disgraces me and they put me in jail. I have to give it a tablet inside some food it likes.’
Amira needed no encouragement, and she began to wail again, and flap her wrists. ’God preserve me! God preserve me! My blood pressure’s going down. I feel dizzy. Please bring me a piece of bread, a bit of chocolate ...’
The stewardess brought both and Amira felt uneasy because she’d promised herself that she would become an honest woman. Yet wasn’t helping people a good deed? She gave the food to the man with the basket as soon as the stewardess disappeared. He thanked her and tried to kiss her hand before he vanished.
’Praise God for our safety,’ the Arab passengers repeated to one another when the Captain announced that the descent to Heathrow would begin in fifteen minutes. For once the overworked phrase really meant something. The Gulf man stretched round from his seat and called back to Amira, ’Praise God. You should always trust in Him.’
When she heard the word ’Heathrow’ Lamis thought of Edward Heath and Hampstead Heath, of grassy slopes, wooden benches and street lights, of Jill Rowe, her son’s old nursery-school teacher, and of her son asking if he were learning ’Row, row, row your boat’ because the rhyme contained his teacher’s name.
Everything was green. Even the streams and rivers were a shade of green. The Arab passengers craned their necks and exclaimed in wonder, and Nicholas too caught his breath. He’d forgotten how much he missed the presence of green, and how it made him feel at one with the world. The doctors in the Gulf had actually been known to prescribe a summer in England for their patients. In Oman every patch of green was looked on as a miracle and the media would present pictures of blossoming plants as if they were announcing new oil wells. Nicholas reached out a finger, like Adam, towards London, the finger of God, and Oman receded and became a distant planet - it was as if he’d never been drawn to its terraced mountainsides.
The man with the basket re-entered the cabin and, ignoring the objections of the air hostess, went up to Lamis and Amira.
’I’m going to die,’ he told them dramatically.
Lamis felt pity for the man.
’Would you like another sedative?’
’No, no. The monkey’s sound asleep. I’m the problem now. I’m dying of fright. They’ll find the monkey and arrest me. Shall I drown the monkey in the toilet, or tell the stewardess I’ve found a stray?’
’Don’t be afraid, I’m here, and there’s no X-ray,’ said Amira. ’Let the plane land first. Go back to your place now, and trust me. Trust the Lord, I mean.’
’Just tell me something, Madame. Do you know a restaurant called Tabbouleh?’
’In Edgware Road? Yes, a stone’s throw from where I live.’
As she’d promised, Amira stayed with the man after they left the aircraft. She hurried him along until they both caught up with Lamis, obliging Lamis to walk beside her and the man with the basket - whose name was Samir - while he pushed the trolley carrying both the women’s cases and the monkey’s basket.
To distract Samir further, Amira said, ’Look! Everyone’s admiring your clothes!’
Samir looked down at the Versace shirt he was wearing under a big heavy overcoat, and at his long brightly coloured scarf and his cowboy boots, and grinned.
Amira looked at Samir whose long face, long nose and long sideburns were haloed by frizzy hair that he had obviously tried to straighten. ’Are you sure you’re not Klinger in Mash?’ she teased.
Samir laughed. ’That actor does look like me. You’re right, Madame. His ancestors were Lebanese.’
The cab driver was waiting, carrying a board on which her name was scrawled, ’Amira Fayiz’, but as soon as Amira saw the parked minibus she wanted to shout at him for bringing such an unattractive vehicle. Instead she looked around for the Gulf man and his nephew. When she couldn’t see them anywhere she thought that God must be helping her to repent, and offered Lamis and Samir a lift. Lamis felt cushioned and relieved: she’d been dreading travelling into London alone. Then Amira spotted the young Englishman who, with all his heart and soul, had tried to calm her down in the plane, and called him over.

Chapter One
I
Lamis turned the key in the lock and the sound made her jump and look round fearfully, but she was alone with her case labelled LHR. She stepped over the threshold and the place had that neglected smell. When she saw that the cases and boxes, which were supposed to have been shipped to her in Dubai after she settled in, were piled up in the hall just as she had left them, she burst into tears and felt trapped.
’Never mind. Have a good cry. It’ll do you good,’ she said to herself.
So she cried a little more and then stopped suddenly, as if she’d fulfilled some obligation. She collapsed on the floor, intending to kiss it as she’d thought of doing when she landed at Heathrow, like an exile returning home, but she was overcome by a fit of coughing. The moquette was tickling her nose and the dust getting into her throat. She stood up and walked round the flat.
She had imagined herself storming into her son’s school, calling his name, Khalid, looking in every classroom until she found him, then hugging him, asking him to forgive her, but the urge to do so subsided for the moment. When her son was little - she started crying again at the thought of him - his cars stuck on the carpet, and he’d had to play with them in the kitchen.
She went into the kitchen and then into the bedroom where she lay down and stretched out, feeling her ribs, like a cautious peasant checking for abrasions on a cow he wanted to buy, overlooking the flaws under its skin. She was angry with herself for lying down, disappointed she didn’t feel the surge of energy she’d anticipated when she set foot on English soil. Why was it that when you longed for something and got it, you wanted something different?
A month before, straight after her divorce, she had left London for Dubai, where her parents and her married sister lived. Encouraged by her sister, she planned to set up her own business there, making artificial trees to decorate homes and offices. She had bought vast amounts of dried flowers, branches and all the necessary equipment from the New Covent Garden flower market in Vauxhall and shipped it ahead to Dubai, but she was only there two days when she found herself wishing she were back in London. Her life had turned into a kind of nightmare in which she was pushed in different directions and that tangled her up like the threads of lace in the fingers of an unskilled seamstress.
Dubai customs were suspicious of her clearly labelled packages; they opened them and found five dried poppies, including opium poppies, with seeds. For the sake of those dried poppy pods, like pomegranates, only smaller and prettier and plumper, her British passport was confiscated and her case referred to the Dubai criminal investigation department.
For days she trailed after her brother-in-law like a sheep following the shepherd in search of pasture even when she felt he was leading her towards a mirage. She was led out of one office into a bare room where she was photographed holding a tray spread with the five stalks of dried poppies. From there they sought out wealthy, well-connected people who might be able to help them, and followed up leads, through corridors and waiting rooms in government ministries, constantly being reassured by officials saying, ’We used to boil poppies to make a sleeping draught to give babies, you know, but that was before the change in the law’ - all to no avail. Lamis watched Dubai change in front of her eyes, from the place where the official stamped her passport as casually as if it were a restaurant bill - which, as an Iraqi refugee, was something she’d never experienced before - to a place where she was being rolled around from official to official like a ball on a snooker table for a whole month, until someone, on a whim, finally dropped the case. That decision gave her back her freedom but left her petrified. The country’s legal system was a nest of spiders weaving a web among its dog-eared papers. She discovered later that those in charge of her case were only puppets and time-wasters who received people in their offices and sent them away with lying promises, and not one of the legal representatives they met had bothered to take up her case with a department superior or any relevant authority.
She considered calling Khalid at his boarding school and making a cup of tea. She thought fleetingly of her friend Belquis, but decided to wait until eleven before contacting her - then she’d ask Belquis to help her go back to her husband and son. She had decided this in the minibus when she saw the houses and semi-deserted hotels with their depressing net curtains, like stage flats with nothing behind them, and she had felt suddenly terrified of being back in London alone.
Her eyes focused on the BT tower through the bedroom window. The familiarity of the flat was preventing her from facing reality. She shouldn’t have stayed here, even though her ex-husband insisted she could use the flat for as long as she wanted, adding that he would pay all the bills as usual. ’It’s just because he wants you to come back to him,’ her sister said. ’He won’t lose hope while you don’t have anyone else.’
Lamis had lived with her husband in this furnished flat during the early years of their marriage. When they moved out into their new one, her husband kept the flat as an investment. From then on it remained empty, except when they used it as an overflow for guests visiting London. In the beginning Lamis only returned once a month to let in the cleaning woman; later she had started to visit the flat from time to time in order to be alone, to read or listen to music in total freedom, without feeling guilty.
The familiar objects aroused feelings of loss and regret. It should be a Beverley Sister who feels this way, not me, thought Lamis.
She looked around at the slippery pistachio divan, at the stain left by the singer’s head on the pistachio-coloured bedstead and at the couch covered in rose-patterned damask where the singer must have sat with her two sisters practising the horse song, the Queen Mother’s favourite; in the adjoining bathroom she must have belted out, ’How much is that doggy in the window?’
Lamis’s mother-in-law had been so proud of the fact that one of the Beverley Sisters had been the previous tenant, even though the group was unknown in the Arab world.
The way the singer had her cupboards built to accommodate the various lengths of her clothes and the different heights of her hats had impressed Lamis. She felt a secret admiration for this woman who imposed her will on things. Lamis did not dare even to think about what she wanted, still less how it might be expressed. She always let her husband decide for her, and her mother-in-law decided for him. When they first moved into the flat, her mother-in-law had the cupboards redivided, and her husband took the lion’s share while Lamis portioned her clothes out among several cupboards in another room and the little passage leading to the guests’ bathroom. At the time Lamis thought she was in the lap of luxury: in Beirut before she married she’d only had space for the couple of dresses she owned. She found herself humming:
How much is that doggy in the window?
Woof woof
The one with the waggly tail
Woof woof.
 
Lamis started crying again. When she’d agreed to give up custody of Khalid - as the one walking away from the marriage - she did it on condition that she would be able to see him whenever she wanted to. She couldn’t have imagined how painful it was going to be. It was like a hand being betrayed by the beauty of a rose, unaware of the thorns that surround it. She’d learned that song with her son. She thought again of calling him at school. She could just picture his room, and yearned for her old home. Was it possible that she was never going to see the other flat again, although she’d spent a year furnishing it? She longed to roam around it, look into its cupboards, delight in its colours, gaze out at the park and at the lake where the birds ducked and dived in the morning mist, and sometimes in the sunshine, instead of gazing at the BT tower with its girdle of frying pans and casseroles.
She hurried to the telephone and dialled Belquis’s number, but stopped before she reached the end. Was Belquis still her friend? Didn’t friends of newly divorced couples become like footballs, not knowing which team’s net they were going to land in? She should contact her ex-husband directly and tell him she wanted to go back to him. She dialled his mobile, but stopped before she pressed the final digit.
What was she thinking of? That was the world she’d run away from. She reminded herself she’d hated life in her marital home so much that she’d begun to see it as a figment of someone else’s imagination, like the Addams Family living their Frankensteinish life in the heart of an ordinary town in America. She reminded herself of her mother-in-law’s hard face with its scolding expression telling Lamis: Slow down, don’t go out too much, and her crude references to her marital duties.
Go to Soho this afternoon, she encouraged herself. You can be there in ten minutes. No guilty conscience, no feeling that you’re letting people down any more. You’re free, free.
She made herself think of the London she once saw, and how she had wanted to live in it unattached when she’d walked one day on her own to take a Venetian candelabra to a shop called Stitch for repair, and felt so carefree, envious of the people of her own age she saw sitting in a café, and of a young man arranging flowers in a shop window. Her mother-in-law had tried to stop her going, saying no one had heard of Stitch, it wasn’t well known, and Lamis’s husband joined in, volunteering that the streets of Soho were full of sexual deviants, the place was synonymous with drugs and alcohol. But Lamis went, and she’d not been in any hurry to go home. She’d had an orange juice in a pub, and gone downstairs to the Ladies where an English song over the speakers made her heart beat more quickly. But now the possibility of being able to live like that was as distant as the sun from the earth.
After her divorce came through she did not run barefoot through the park shouting ’I’m free’, as she’d promised herself. It was the night before she left for Dubai and she had sat in the hotel room, chin in hand, confronting a bottle of champagne in a bucket and watching the ice melt. She’d thought of a friend of her father’s who’d been arrested at Athens Airport for possessing a piece of hashish. When they let him go after a few months he immediately missed the prison routine. He’d liked sitting with his fellow prisoners under a fig tree playing chess.
The empty flat was managing to defeat her. She lay down on her stomach, thinking that perhaps she ought to expose the backs of her knees to the light; she’d read in a magazine that this was good for jet lag.
’You’ve ruined yourself and us, just like your father did,’ her mother wailed over the telephone from Dubai on learning that Lamis was asking for a divorce. ’What about your son? Have you no heart? Did you forget you gave birth to Khalid? If you wanted a divorce you should have made his life hell so that he’d have been the one to ask for it, not you!’ she screamed in a deranged voice. ’Or ... or ... made him fall in love with another woman, even if you had to find her for him. Why don’t you learn to play these tricks? By asking him for a divorce, you idiot, you aren’t even entitled to a loaf of bread, let alone your child. Oh God. Everything will be lost - two buildings in Beirut, two flats in London - all that wealth will be down the drain. But now, listen, you have a British passport, you can sue him and get half of everything ... even more. You can get custody of your son. Just listen to me.’ Before this, her mother had been floating on air, revelling in the gossip going around London and even in her home city of Najaf, saying that Lamis was living like a princess, in the same building as a lord whom the Queen once visited: Her Majesty had gone up in the lift Lamis used and had dinner in the room directly below her sitting room.
All these memories made Lamis tremble like a feather. She stood up, opened the window, leaned out and screamed, but everything beyond the flat looked still and lifeless. She lay on the bed again, embarrassed at what she’d done. As the seconds passed and she heard no sound at the door of the flat - no call from the porter asking her what had happened, no police car or ambulance screeching to a halt, sirens wailing - she became convinced she was suffering from the same loneliness as Eleanor Rigby in the Beatles song. She’d been fourteen years old when she first heard that song drifting out of the Officers’ Club in Damascus, her family’s first stop after leaving Iraq. She’d looked in and seen the soldiers dancing the tango. At the chorus, ’All the lonely people, where do they all come from?’, the men switched to an Arab dance, and shook their hips to the beat. She always thought that ’Eleanor Rigby’ was a cheerful, funny song until she heard it again in London.
Now Lamis’s head was pounding, her insides churning. She wondered whom she could call. The only people she knew well were her in-laws and their friends. Other than that there were acquaintances: her son’s Arabic teacher, who thought Lamis was superficial - a lady who lunches - or Fifi, the Arab employee at Selfridges, who’d asked Lamis over the telephone if she were Arab, like her, because she ordered lots of olive oil. Her gaze fastened on a nail the singer had knocked into the wall to hold a picture: the ghost of a Beverley Sister, was that the only person she could think of?
How is it that I don’t know a single English person to invite for a cup of tea, or a beer? They’re out of bounds to me, just like the city. The only people that I’ve had direct contact with are the Beverley Sisters, a few doctors, and of course the General.
She used to see the General with a nurse, who would force him to walk, pulling him by the hand like a big dog, and he would resist and complain, and occasionally shout, but nobody listened to him under the towering trees around the square, where the houses resembled army barracks. The General had fought in the Second World War, in the Libyan Desert at El Alamein, and he had been with his regiment on leave when it put in at Beirut, Port Said, Haifa and Cyprus, before returning to the front. The General had been different from the London taxi drivers who talked to Lamis about their exploits with the services in Aden or at Suez.
One day the General heard Lamis calling her son. ’Khalid, Khalid. Come along, darling.’
Her son was playing with a small powerboat on the pond in the square, changing its direction with a remote, when the nurse approached. Lamis was sure that the woman was going to tell her off for shouting at her son to keep away from the fountain, which had already drenched Khalid’s hair and clothes. That’s what they were like, the English, poking their noses in to criticise. ’Look, bicycles are forbidden,’ a stranger had said to her, pointing to a notice by the entrance to the square, before going up to a woman who was walking a small dog, and saying, ’Read the notice. It’s forbidden to let it off the lead.’
’Excuse me. The General wants to know if you’re an Arab, and, if so, from what country?’
But the General did not let the nurse finish her polite smile. He tried to explain to Lamis, speaking with difficulty because his mouth was partly paralysed, that he’d been in Palestine during the Second World War, and it was the most wonderful period of his life. While he was there he’d met a Lebanese woman called Nadia Haddad whose husband worked in a bank. They’d corresponded for many years, even after she’d returned to Lebanon. But then he’d lost touch with her at the start of the war in Lebanon.
He signalled to the nurse to give Lamis his card.
’But I don’t carry them about with me, General. In any case, your card would be of no use to the lady.’
The General mustered all his strength to speak, but his sentences were disjointed and mostly incomprehensible, except for one: ’Please, I wonder if you could find Mrs Haddad for me?’
The nurse spoke to him rationally, as if she were talking to a normal person. ’But this lady isn’t Lebanese. She says she is Iraqi and she lived in Beirut for a while, that’s all.’
The nurse tried to get through to the General, who seized Lamis’s hand and bent to kiss it, murmuring, ’Ava Gardner.’
The next time Lamis saw her, the nurse was on her own. ’At last we’ve found you!’the nurse sighed with relief. ’I was beginning to be afraid you weren’t coming to the square any more!’
’My son wasn’t well.’
’Oh dear. Is he feeling better?’
’Yes, much, thank you.’
The nurse handed Lamis four envelopes containing letters dictated by the General and addressed to Nadia Haddad.
’But I don’t know Nadia Haddad.’
’It doesn’t matter. The main thing is the General’s doing something he enjoys. He’s full of optimism now. He doesn’t give me trouble when it’s time for our walk. He’s eager to see you and it seems remembering Nadia Haddad has done him a lot of good. I’m pleased for him.’
’What shall I do with these?’
’Nothing. But I promised the General I’d give them to you. It will please him to know you’ve got them.’
Lamis was struck by the care the nurse took to carry out her patient’s wishes, and decided that this was a particularly English kind of sincerity.
The General’s telephone number was still in Lamis’s little address book. There were only a few names there, and next to them, phone numbers, although she knew, even as she wrote them down, that she’d never call these people. All the same, in her mind she was afraid to lose their names: the actress she met when Khalid trod on her dog’s tail, the stallholder in Kensington Market who asked her to bring him amber rice from Iraq before the Gulf War, the American woman in Harvey Nichols, and the mother of a child who’d been at nursery with her son.
’Is the General there?’
’Who’s speaking?’ another voice interrupted. ’The General’s been dead five years. Can I help?’
’No thank you.’
She replaced the receiver. ’He’s died and left me.’ Instead of laughing at her own absurdity, she felt a momentary shock. She redialled the General’s number.
’Hello. I called a few seconds ago about the General. I’ve got some letters that he wrote to Nadia Haddad, but because of the war in Lebanon ...’
The voice intervened. ’I’m sorry. I don’t understand. What do you want me to do?’
’I wondered if you’d like to have these letters?’
’What do I want with letters written by an imbecile at the end of his life?’
Lamis remembered the nurse showing her a photo. ’That’s the General. See how handsome he was!’
’Oh, and that must be Nadia Haddad. He’s right. She does look like Ava Gardner. Who do you think that is? Her husband?’ Lamis had turned the photo over and read, ’King David Hotel, Palestine 1946’.
It would only take one invitation from an English person for her to have a way in: one ant leads the whole column to a grain of sugar. She heard many stories about men Arab women fell in love with simply because they were English: a butcher brimming with virility as he cut the meat with an air of skilful deliberation, a house painter who read philosophy in his coffee break, a bursar at the children’s school, a male nurse in the emergency room, a newsreader who appeared every evening, inaccessible behind the television screen.
When they were applying for British nationality, Lamis said to her husband, ’Who shall we ask? Is it possible that the only English people we know are doctors?’ In the end their papers were signed by her son’s riding instructor and an Iraqi who’d acquired British nationality after he had emigrated following the 1958 revolution.
Should she contact Mr Collins?
Mr Collins was the gynaecologist. He was the one who knew she’d remained a virgin after her husband’s early attempts at making love, and he knew when she lost her virginity, and when she became pregnant. He witnessed her stomach swelling month by month, and he learned where she came from and who her family were, and he guided another Arab out of her; an English hand plunging inside her, acting as a mediator between her, her offspring and her husband. He was very gentle and sensitive. ’I’m heating up the instrument so that it’s nice and warm.’
He let her know the results of her smear test on a formal card, white with decorative print like an invitation to a party. ’We are extremely happy to inform you that ...’
A special relationship grew up between Arab women and their doctors, the only British who came into contact with their bodies.
Lamis knew of one Arab woman who found some comfort in going to see Mr Collins week after week to ask for a pill to make her want to have sex with her husband, or at least to be able to bear it.
’There’s no such pill! How about a glass of wine?’
’No, no. I don’t drink.’
’Tell your husband you don’t feel like it.’
’No. No, I can’t. Poor man, I don’t want to hurt his feelings.’
’There’s no such pill. Trust me.’
’And trust me, I don’t feel like it any more.’
’Have you thought about divorce?’
’I love him. We’ve been married ten years. But I can’t stand sleeping with him.’
’I can’t help you. Sorry.’
’You’re the only person who can.’
’OK. Get up on the bed and I’ll have a look at you.’
’No thank you. Bye, doctor, bye.’
Lamis picked up the phone and dialled the gynaecologist’s number. The secretary answered. ’Would you like an appointment?’ she asked.
’Yes, yes,’ said Lamis hurriedly.
’The first one’s in three weeks’ time. Mr Collins is extremely busy.’
Lamis remembered the man at the opera who’d asked her if she liked Aida. Where was he? He’d seemed to be on the point of inviting her to go with him to Aida. It was during a performance of Carmen, but Belquis was there and she’d listened disapprovingly to every word he said.
The man sighed from time to time and Lamis questioned him raptly about the plot.
’Why did Carmen do that? I don’t understand. Even though she loves him?’
’They should have a translation. The thing is Carmen no longer loves José!’
’But what did he do to make her stop loving him?’
’Nothing. She’s bohemian. She likes having a lot of different lovers,’ the man whispered.
Lamis listened avidly. ’Carmen warned him from the beginning that, for her, falling in love was like a bird alighting for a moment then flying off. She tells José quite clearly that she’s gone off him.’
Lamis was feeling guilty about sitting in the opera house all dressed up while her husband and son waited at home. She was as restless as a lizard’s severed tail until suddenly it seemed that Carmen herself had rejoined her to herself, body and mind. By the end of the performance she was so relaxed that she could hardly stand up, and when she returned home she wished that she could make herself invisible and collapse into bed alone.
Reverberations from other worlds used to linger with her after she went to the opera, the cinema, the theatre, the ICA, where she saw how people viewed life differently, and at home she would take comfort even from a ticket stub buried in her jacket pocket. These activities used to give her the strength to survive the constant presence of her mother-in-law, and the smoke-filled mornings and evenings when her husband’s friends ate, discussed politics and played cards.
Lamis opened her case and smelled Dubai, the mingled scents of air-conditioning, dust, spices and government offices. She felt afraid and slammed the case shut again and sat down on the bed. She was not going to put off sorting out her new life. Procrastination was the thief of time. She thought of calling Amira and apologising for not being able to join her with the Englishman and Samir for dinner, especially after having assured the Englishman that she would when he’d asked in the minibus. She put some music on to cheer herself up but stopped it again after the first few bars. She didn’t want the music to lull her into a false sense of well-being. She took a notebook and pen out of her bag and wrote:
This is going to become my country. I’ve stopped living a temporary life. 
I’ve just arrived in London and this is a hotel. 
Look for a flat to rent. 
She crossed out the second line and wrote: 
Learn English properly. 
Look for a job, any job. Start to save money. Take the tube or the bus. No taxis, unless it’s an emergency. 
Make friends with some English people. 
Find somewhere else to live as soon as possible. 
Stop eating Arab food - not because the garlic and coriander make my breath smell, but because this kind of food makes me feel safe and secure and reminds me of childhood and home. 
She reached out to put the phone on the bed, and happened to glance in the mirror. Hurriedly she added point number seven: 
Stop wearing black kohl on my eyes. 
She stood up and began to wipe the kohl away with cotton wool and cleanser. Without kohl her eyes were naked. She was reminded of a snake shedding its skin, discarding it among the cacti. Once as a child she saw a snakeskin, dried and crackling in the wasteland on the outskirts of Najaf, looking like a plastic bag patterned with shapes of light and dark brown. She didn’t dare touch it, and her father explained that the snake had taken off its dress to change into a more elegant one for a wedding. ’The snake took off her dress out of doors,’ Lamis exclaimed. ’Wasn’t she afraid of going to hell?’
Lamis looked at her eyes in the bedroom mirror. They showed her someone who would never cheat, or be devious.
For the eye is the door into the soul.
In Beirut her mother had decided that Lamis should marry the Iraqi who owned the modern building whose basement they sheltered in with other local people. Her mother was impressed by his grand apartment and its marble bathroom, which he let Lamis and her mother use once during a lull in the fighting, and she saw the way the Iraqi looked admiringly at Lamis when most of the people in the shelter had eyes only for the food that the women of the neighbourhood vied with one another to prepare. When the Iraqi declared his interest, Lamis told her mother she wouldn’t marry him. Back at their tiny flat her mother pleaded with her to accept that rich suitor, sent from heaven to pull them out of poverty and give them back their dignity, and after Lamis refused, she turned her gaze to some distant spot, as if saying to her husband, ’Leave her to me.’ He tried to suggest, not too obviously, that she should go easy on the girl, but she snapped her eyes shut threateningly. Then, several days later, when Lamis finally agreed to the marriage, her mother lowered her gaze almost humbly to express her delight.
Should Lamis blame her eyes for the course her life had taken? They say that the eyes are more precious than the costliest jewel. Or should she blame the mirror?
When Lamis was a child the other members of the household, even the birds in their cages, were so wrapped up in themselves that only the sight of her own reflection seemed to confirm her existence. She used to look at her face reflected in water, a pair of scissors, the cap of her fountain pen, a bowl of soup, an empty cup, in the toilet bowl, between her legs, superimposed on the reflection of her bottom.
The mirror took her into another world of vivid colours and imagination, where she had her mother’s blessing, since her mother was always talking about beauty.
Would she have taken an interest in me if she hadn’t thought I was beautiful? Lamis often wondered to herself.
Her maternal grandmother used to shout at Lamis to stop staring into the mirror or it would snatch her away inside it. When her father told the old lady to stop her nonsense, her grandmother recounted many tales about mirrors: once a man consulted a soothsayer because he doubted his wife’s fidelity and the soothsayer gave the man a small mirror telling him it would reveal whether or not his wife was unfaithful - if she were, it would whisk her away inside it. Lamis always remembered this story and asked her husband for a mirror when he wanted to give her a present, but the mirror never took her away from him.
In the renowned holy city, Najaf, Lamis’s mother made friends with the wives of the theology students who came from Cairo, Beirut, Damascus, to study, so she’d be able to borrow the women’s magazines they brought with them on their visits to their husbands, and she asked them to buy her fancy modern necklaces and lipstick with the money she was always trying to save.
She took Lamis with her when she went to the dressmaker. The moment they arrived, the dressmaker used to send her own mother out of the room, telling her it was time to make dinner. As soon as she left, the dressmaker would push the table up against the door - she didn’t want her mother to come back into the room and see the fashions Lamis’s mother chose; the way they revealed the wrists and ankles, and the bright colours of the materials never seen in the city before, not even in its flowers.
In times of danger Lamis would stare at her own reflection to calm her down. She saw herself reflected in the circular pieces of metal that hung from between the blue beads of the necklace they put round the neck of the mule that travelled with them when they fled Iraq across the mountains and valleys of Kurdistan.
As well as their two suitcases, her father carried his lute and her mother a plastic bag holding a pleated skirt. Lamis’s father urged her to put it in one of the suitcases, promising that if it were ruined she could buy another, but her mother wouldn’t listen. ’It’s pure silk. I’m going to put it on as soon as we get to Damascus.’
They were all frightened of hyenas. Her mother was also frightened of rain and wind in case her skirt blew away, and she held the plastic bag close to her when it was her turn to sit on the back of the mule. Lamis’s father was so concerned about his lute that the other members of the group they were travelling with became convinced that he had money stashed away inside it.
When her mother tried to dissuade Lamis from asking for a divorce she said, ’If God hadn’t wanted you to marry, he’d have fed you to the hyenas when we were escaping from Iraq! We should take every opportunity to thank God the hyenas didn’t eat us.’
Lamis opened the bedroom window and called out to the London air, ’I thank God the hyenas didn’t eat me!’
A pigeon flew off, startled by her shout.
If I was still married, she thought, I wouldn’t have dared do that.
This realisation gave her some satisfaction and she found herself smiling. She spun around like a whirlwind, and prepared to go out and buy beans or lentils. Her grandmother used to say to the sick, the sad, the lover, the widow, the divorcee, ’Fortify your stomach with pulses, and God will give you courage.’
She thought she would fortify her stomach before contacting her son, but in the end she dared not leave the flat: her ex-husband and his mother had closed the door to London in her face.

II
Although Samir was barely able to take his eyes off Nicholas in the minibus from the airport, he noticed they no longer seemed to be driving through London. The green parks and grand buildings had disappeared. Signs on a restaurant, a chemist, a dentist, a letting agency, a shop, made him think they could have been back in Mazraa Street in Beirut: ’Come in and you’ll find what you’re looking for. We speak Arabic’, ’Unwanted hair removed by the most modern methods’, the Moonlight Café, Maroush, Ranoush Juice, Beirut Express, the Elegant Clothes Store, and there were Arabs in long white robes, black abayas, and contemporary fashions.
’My goodness!’ he exclaimed involuntarily. ’It’s incredible! Mazraa Street has moved to London! I remember when my father, God rest his soul, used to take us to the Salwa Cinema in Mazraa Street, and buy us sesame buns, and I always wanted to sit in the front row so I could try to touch the actors in the film.’
The driver of the minibus stopped outside the Lebanese fast-food restaurant, the Tabbouleh. Samir said goodbye to Amira and Nicholas and glanced around at the street before he pushed open the restaurant door. A blast of shawarma and chicken kebab hit him in the face. His entrance caused a stir among the youths frying falafel and squeezing orange juice behind the counter, and they winked at one another, and the young man at the cash desk started to hum a tune.
Samir caught sight of himself in the mirror that stretched the length of the wall behind them. ’Mama, you’re right to laugh at me.’ He smoothed down his hair. ’I’ve just come from the plane, as God’s my witness.’
The youths roared with laughter because he referred to himself in the feminine and talked like a woman. To their astonishment Samir joined in.
A customer stood up from the table where he had been sitting with a blonde woman and walked over.
’Does anyone know a guy called Faruq?’ Samir asked the youths behind the counter.
The man came up to Samir and pointed at himself.
Samir put his bag on the floor and held out the basket, finding it hard to believe that the stout, unattractive man in front of him could be the brother of the beautiful youth who’d persuaded him to smuggle the monkey to London. ’Are you dumb? Why don’t you speak?’ Samir asked.
The man nodded his head to indicate that yes, he was Faruq, and he was mute.
’What a fool I am! I’m sorry. Your brother didn’t tell me. Anyway, he’ll be here tomorrow,’ he said.
The man patted Samir on the shoulder, then opened the lid of the basket, deftly moved the newspaper, empty biscuit wrappers and jumper aside, and saw the comatose monkey. He rested his head on his hand and covered his eyes, to ask Samir if the monkey was asleep.
’The bastard’s got addicted to the pills,’ Samir said.
Faruq carried the basket out, followed by the foreign woman. Samir dropped back to say in confidential tones to the youths behind the counter, ’The dumb man’s sister’s in hospital here. She’s dying and I smuggled the monkey out of Dubai so she could say goodbye to it. She raised the monkey like her own child. Fed it from one tit while she fed her son from the other. Give me a falafel sandwich for the monkey.’
His words ricocheted like a firecracker along the line of waiters.
’Ask the monkey if he wants tartare sauce with the sandwich,’ said one sarcastically.
The man drove for less than five minutes and parked his car in a narrow street lined with white houses that looked like hospitals, shabby and decrepit. Samir followed the couple to the front door of one of them and noticed the rubbish and dirt piled at the ground-floor windows, and the peeling paint. Was it possible that there were places like this in London? And buildings with no lifts? Faruq and the woman started to climb the stairs and when the woman found out that the flat was on the top floor, she sighed loudly and crossly. So even the English said ’Oh God’! She was both pretty and ugly. Samir was surprised she never once smiled at him. This didn’t happen often. Women were generally cheerful in his company, even when he didn’t open his mouth. Perhaps she had a period, or was sensitive because her boyfriend was dumb and fat, and had little black hairs sticking out of his ears. Samir was suddenly afraid that the couple might slam the door in his face. He’d been wrong to hand over the monkey to the man like that. He hurried after them and pushed between them on the stairs, determined that the exchange should take place: the monkey in return for a thousand pounds.
The flat was dirty, unbelievably neglected, its contents scattered chaotically about, the blue carpet stained with patches of brown. Only the chandelier hanging from the high ceiling of the main room testified to the building’s venerable past. The man held the basket out to Samir and Samir heard him say, ’Get it out, so we can see it.’
’What a world we live in! I swear he spoke! It’s a miracle! So you were pretending to be dumb. What for? So you didn’t have to ask what my trip was like? For twenty-four hours, even before I got on the plane, I didn’t know if I was coming or going, and my heart was beating like a drum. I only became human again in the minibus. Don’t I get any thanks? Your brother knelt and kissed my feet when he was trying to persuade me to be a courier for him. I risked my life and future and five kids out of pity for your sister, and now you’re ordering me about as if you’re God Almighty.’
’What’s wrong with him?’ interrupted the woman.
’He wants me to get on my knees and thank him.’
’He’s right. You should.’ She turned to Samir. ’Thanks.’
’OK. Thanks, brother. Now make it wake up.’
Samir bent over the basket to take out the monkey. It opened its eyes for a moment, then closed them again.
’It’s still drowsy. The sedatives haven’t worn off yet. Come on, where’s the money?’
’They told me to give you eight hundred pounds.’
’You’re lying. A thousand pounds cash down.’
’The other two hundred’s for your board and lodging, until you leave.’
’A thousand pounds and I’m happy to go without eating or sleeping.’
’You won’t find a hotel here for less than a hundred pounds.’
’Don’t worry about that. You give me a thousand pounds. I’m ready to sleep standing up if I need to.’
’When it wakes up I’ll pay you. For all I know, it’s dead.’
Samir hurried over to the monkey and pulled it out of the basket. He placed the animal on a piece of furniture that had once been a sofa.
The woman gasped. ’Oh, it’s tiny. Only as big as a chicken.’
Samir kneeled and rested his ear against the monkey’s stomach. ’Look! See how my head’s rising and falling. That means it’s breathing.’
He put a hand to the monkey’s mouth. ’See, its breath’s burning hot.’
’I forgot to ask you. Has it been to the toilet?’
’Yes, of course. In the plane it asked to go three times, and washed its hands afterwards. It’s very well behaved!’
’What?’ shouted the man. ’Didn’t they tell you that it ... ?’ Then he checked himself and forced a smile.
’Your brother told me it mustn’t get out of the basket even if it had a shit. Leave the shit in the basket, he said, otherwise we’ll get into trouble. They’re afraid of diseases in England. They don’t let you bring in animals or shit or food.’
The Englishwoman took a book out of her bag and sprawled on the other sofa, reading. Faruq sat in a chair, looking impatient. Samir squashed himself up beside the monkey and fell asleep.
The monkey stirred before Samir. It leaped up and urinated into its hand, watched by the startled Englishwoman, then rubbed its hand dry on its fur. She shouted, but it was too late - the monkey made a leap for the chain supporting the chandelier.
’You wanted it to wake up. It just has,’ remarked Samir.
Samir and the man tried to entice the monkey down. The more violently the light swung, the more delighted the monkey became. It sensed the woman’s fear and leaned down towards her, baring its teeth and shrieking loudly. Samir laughed. Each time the woman tried to make a run for it the monkey hung down off the light, blocking her path.
’Tell it to stop. It’ll bring the ceiling down on top of us.’
’Stop that! Do you hear me? Stop it! See. It doesn’t listen. It could be up there for twenty-four hours.’
’Is it going to act like this all the time?’
’Unless you give it a sedative! Come on, pay me the thousand pounds. Let’s get this over with.’
’As long as you don’t leave me with the monkey.’
’OK, don’t worry, I’ll take it to the patient.’
’The patient?’
’Your sister. Have you forgotten about her? I smuggled it from Dubai to London for her sake.’
The monkey gave a series of short, piercing yells and turned its beseeching eyes towards the woman. She began screaming too, and the monkey went silent and gazed at her with interest.
’Come on. We’ll take it to your sister, then go our separate ways,’ said Samir.
’Tomorrow. Let it rest now, and you must want to rest too.’
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