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Praise for Silence Is A Sense:

‘Compelling and original, Silence Is a Sense is uncomfortably close to the bone, depicting a country riven by racism and violence’

Observer

‘Silence is a Sense is a fierce novel. The prose is ferocious, the pace is ferocious … Layla AlAmmar has skilfully woven a narrative of memory and grief with an illuminating social critique of the position of asylum seekers within contemporary British society. It is daring and devastating’

Fiona Mozley

‘A powerful new voice, full of brilliant, sharp observational detail’

Nikita Lalwani

‘I admire this book. It is an intelligent, insightful novel that asks vital questions about how we can begin to express trauma, and in what form’

Guardian

‘Silence is a Sense opens the door on lives we need to hear more about. Lyrical, moving, revealing, it made me understand better the very human need for safety and contact’

Tracy Chevalier

‘I was properly enthralled: such intelligence, such a deep pure standard of human decency and connection, such beautiful writing. So intriguing and at the same time revelatory, and absolutely on point about trauma. A little bit Rear Window, a little bit Home Fire, a little bit Shameless. I loved it’

Louisa Young

‘A haunting, lyrical novel about hope, healing and redemption’

Red

‘I’ve rarely read a book that has made me feel so grounded. Exploring themes of belonging, violence, prejudice and safety, I highly recommend it’

Prima, Book of the Month

‘A beautiful, harrowing, lyrical view on trauma, the story acting as a microcosm of a deeper, devastating journey that many must make to survive … Layla AlAmmar’s writing is stunning … poetic, angry, philosophical and political’

Bad Form Review




Praise for The Pact We Made:

‘[A] fascinating glimpse into the complex and contradictory life of a modern Kuwaiti woman … full of personality and touches of humour’

Guardian

‘So beautifully written and so important, and so cleverly crafted, it can’t be a debut. But it is’

Joanna Cannon

‘Brilliant book about the pressures of being a 30-year-old unmarried woman in Kuwait – the struggle for modernity amidst patriarchal tradition – and the cultural failure to acknowledge trauma. What a debut’

Pandora Sykes

‘Truthful and courageous, radical and lyrical. I loved it’

Hanan Al-Shaykh

‘A look at grief, trauma and the expectations placed upon young women that will resonate with women across the world’

Sarah Shaffi, Phoenix

‘Set in contemporary Kuwait, AlAmmar asks us to reimagine the lives of modern Muslims as they struggle to reconcile the freedom of choice with the customs of their faith’

BBC Radio 3, Free Thinking

‘Rich and immersive … The Pact We Made is a quietly radical book, its gaze not just Arab, but Arabizing … an intimate, eloquent portrait of how trauma inhabits the body … an intelligent first novel of Janus faces – of social masks and monsters’

TLS



   
Epigraph

‘Fate smashes us as though we were made of glass,

and never are our shards put together again.’ 

Abu’l-’Ala al-Ma’arri

‘When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly by those nets.’ 

James Joyce

‘as if the world had stopped calling,

as if we had emerged

from the whirlpool of its demands

with a wild mixture of cowardice

and courage to say unto others

“I wish you did not exist.”’

Khaled Mattawa
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1

No-Lights-Man

East Tower, third floor, flat two hardly ever turns on the lights, especially come summer when the sun lingers in the sky and daylight is a lazy loiterer, barely giving way to night before it’s back. He changes his clothes, drinks his soft drinks and ciders, and melts cheese on toast, all without the lights on. He watches the rain, watches television, labours over large and small pads of paper, masturbates beneath navy and grey sheets. He talks on the phone, puts away his crisps and Pot Noodles, does the washing-up – all in the diffuse evenings of summer.

He doesn’t speak to me, has never even tried. Not when we overlap in the laundry room down the block that everyone in the estate uses, not at the corner shop, not at the café where he gets iced-coffee drinks and outrageously priced salad bowls and I salivate over the homemade ice-cream without ever buying any. He’ll give a half-smile and nod from the window, shirtless or brazenly naked, scratching himself awake in the morning. But he doesn’t speak, barely even looks. I like that he doesn’t speak to me. It’s safer that way.

He fusses around his flat for hours at a time, burning off what seems to me to be a manic kind of energy. His room isn’t messy, but it is lived in, with clothes and shoes and towels strewn about and the bed hardly ever made. I never make my bed either, so I don’t judge him for this. He moves things around a lot, taking a bag from one cupboard and putting it in another, moving furniture around in overlapping patterns, shifting shoe boxes from one room to the other, like he’s always in the process of moving in or moving out. Unsettled, as though he can never get the shape of his world quite right. He’ll line items up beside the door, only to move them back into the bedroom a few days later. 

There’s a box under his bed. Large and brown, he pulls it out once a day. Sitting on the floor, he drags it towards him, lifts the lid, rummages around for a bit. He pulls items out and returns them, then pushes it back in place. I don’t know what’s in the box. At times I amuse myself with guesses. His narrow back and bony shoulders are all I ever see, so sometimes I imagine there’s makeup in there and he’s doing up his face in secret. I imagine thick black liner around his eyes, and shimmery shadow on the lids, and ruby red lips and cheeks, and him admiring himself in a small handheld mirror that I can’t see. Sometimes I think perhaps it contains mementoes from past relationships – cinema and concert ticket stubs, bottles of perfume left behind that he spritzes on the inside of his wrist so he can smell like her all day, or maybe a T-shirt or pair of knickers that he might sniff in the quiet of a late night. Sometimes I think maybe it’s a beloved pet, stuffed and secreted in the box, so he never has to let it go. I have fun with it, but the truth is I just don’t know.

I have a box too. In my head. It’s where I keep the things that are too much, the things that don’t make sense. Images and sounds and smells and textures languish in boxes, stuffed and secreted, stacked up in a room in my mind. They fill the corners, rise higher and higher, box over box, to the ceiling. At times, the room bulges and heaves like a belly in labour. Sharp edges poke at my mind. It’s hardly ever quiet in there.

In the living room, there’s an old, battered trunk he uses as a coffee table. This is where he rolls joints, pulling green fluff from a plastic bag and mixing in tobacco from a large envelope. He lines the mixture up carefully in the fold of paper, rolling and rolling, then licking to seal and pinching up the end. He smokes on the balcony. Legs dangling through the cold steel and iron bars, he watches the sky or the stars or perhaps the people in my tower and smokes. He’ll chase the joints with swigs of beer and a chain of ordinary cigarettes, and sometimes I’ll be lying in bed at night and all I see over there is the flick of a lighter or an orange tip burning against the darkness, and I don’t feel so alone.

He turns the lights on when he has a girl over. Girls get nervous if you keep them in the dark for too long. When he’s entertaining one, the flat’s lit up like Christmas – bright overheads, soft lamps on side tables, those little fake candles that are popular with restaurants and cafés because it means they can charge you another pound or two for your pasta or mixed salad. 

I imagine those are the kinds of restaurants he takes his girls to, places with flattering lighting and house wine so good she wouldn’t think him cheap for ordering it, and names like Piccola Cucina and Cucina Vittoria where he can impress her by saying Cucina means “kitchen” in Italian, and that means the place is rustic.
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The Dad

South Tower A, second floor, flat three. The Dad always forgets his card like he’s nostalgic for a time when doors were opened with actual keys and he can’t acclimatize to this new reality he’s found himself in. My building doesn’t work that way – it’s older, not part of the renovated ones springing up around the area – but still it’s the one thing about him that I can relate to. He’ll call the kids, usually on the phone, or just using his voice if it’s a Friday night and he’s pissed. ‘Matt! Chloe!!’ he’ll shout, trying one name then the other until one of them slides open the balcony door. Their buzzer must not work because he tells them to throw their card down. Usually it’s the boy, Matt, who does it. A gangly blond thing who doesn’t look at all like his father, he leans over, whips his arm once, twice, and once more before releasing. 

The card flits and drifts down. Sometimes it lands right at his feet so that the Dad raises a thumbs-up into the air before bending to retrieve it. Sometimes it flutters around his head and he grabs for it like a child chasing butterflies. Sometimes it lands in the thick hedges that line the courtyard, and he lets out a string of swear words trying to get it out.

There are times, when he’s down there swearing, so his shits and fucks rise up into the air, that No-Lights-Man will be on his balcony smoking and he’ll roll his eyes at me before either going back inside and sliding the door shut or turning his record player up louder to drown it out. The Dad swears for a long time. Even when he gets up to the flat, his voice travels out of their window and into mine, with him yelling about this fucking building and how he doesn’t want to add the card to his wallet with his bank and ID cards because that’s not where a key belongs, Helen, and why did you insist on this fucking place that’s got its head up its own arse.

The kids’ mum is, by contrast, quiet and little. I don’t know that I’ve ever heard her voice. Perhaps she’s like me. She’s a mouse of a woman, small and unassuming, with thin brown hair and big blue cartoon eyes. She keeps her head down when she walks, shoulders slightly curved as though frozen in the act of hugging herself. She scurries places – quick steps to the corner shop or across the road, shifting restlessly at the lifts or pedestrian crossings like she’s late for an appointment or like someone’s watching her.

Sometimes there are handprints on her, purple finger marks around her arm or a thumbprint at her collarbone, and if she catches me looking, she pulls the neck of her jumper tighter or pushes the sleeves down over her hands, and I pretend not to see and try to convince myself it’s okay that I do. 

He, the Dad, hates that I watch from the windows. When our eyes meet, when he’s at his own window or on the sofa or pulling shirts from the wire tree rack in their living room, he’ll shake his head and make a sort of ‘What?’ gesture, hairy chin jerking forwards in defiance. It’s like he owns the whole bloody estate. There’s a holiday let in their building, on the third floor, flat two. Hardly anyone rents it, and I don’t know if it’s because the owner has stopped putting it up, or if it’s because the place is shit. From my window I see exposed wires dangling from the ceiling and stains on the pale blue armchair and lines of grimy booze bottles against the window that shimmer when the sun hits them a certain way. A few months ago a couple did stay there though, two Americans, weighed down with hiking packs and duffel bags and a large suitcase with a tag that read KTM. They had the door propped open as they were moving their stuff in, and the Dad was stuck outside while they pushed and pulled at all their crap. He just stood there, a fierce scowl on his ugly face, nose bright red. He didn’t hold open the door or offer to help or say hello. He just stood there, hands on hips, grumbling and scowling until they made way for him. 

He’s the sort who will take your still-damp clothes out of the dryer and dump them on the floor because he thinks his load’s more important.
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The Old Couple

West Tower, fourth floor, flat four. My neighbours are an old couple whose last name I’ve not bothered to learn. It’s Eastern European, I think; maybe Jewish. He, Tom, looks like he was sturdy once, but now lists sideways when he shuffles down the hall. He’s always meticulously dressed, in crisp white or beige button-down shirts and heavy blazers with straight-pressed trousers and shiny brown shoes. With him I get the sense that his impeccable presentation, the fact that he’s always so clean, is a kind of defence mechanism, a guard against people who might tell him he doesn’t belong, to go back to where he came from. It brings to mind the way a homeless man, should he manage to wrangle change for the bus, will then behave faultlessly so as not to be removed. There is a dark spot on Tom’s large nose that never goes away, and the middle finger of his right hand stops at the second knuckle.

He was in a war, but I’m not sure which one. That doesn’t really make him special; point to any man his age, and it’s a fair bet he’s been in a war. It’s the younger ones you can never tell with – the guy in the shop holding himself a little too rigidly as he looks over the bread shelves; the young mother whose eyes are constantly scanning the street as she waits for the bus; the little girl who startles too easily or the boy with no expression on his face.

My neighbours keep their windows open most of the time – strange for old people, even in the summer. Back home, my grandmother was in a perpetual state of near-freezing. Even in the sweltering days of July, she would be wrapped in thick shawls and woollen cardigans. In January, she sat practically in the furnace we used for heating tea and milk. Baba would shout at her to move away like she was his sixth child rather than his mother, shaking his head when she refused and muttering about the stubbornness of the elderly.

Tom is quiet, but she yells a lot, whether it’s at people on the phone, or him, or the television. She likes game shows, and I’ll hear her call out, ‘The Witching Hour’, or ‘It’s South of the Border, Yutzi!’ The television’s on all the time, the volume up high. It fills the space where conversation used to go, I suppose. I don’t hear them talk much; mostly it’s just ads for life insurance or cleaning products.

Day in and day out, their life, like mine, is unchanging. The sounds of tea and toast in the morning, the greeting of the television switching on to the news, grumbling from Tom about the weather – or at least that’s what I imagine old men grumble about. By noon, she’s wondering whether they should go to the shop, but they never actually leave before two or so. Then, hours and hours of game shows. Dinner is the banging of saucers and pots that jangles my nerves so that I have to put on headphones to combat it. If it’s a very bad night, the earplugs go in, and I toss, sweating and trembling, beneath the covers or abandon my flat entirely and go down to the courtyard to sit in the cold evening air. Eventually, the night is gone, and it starts all over again.

She’s a frail one – Ruth, his wife. Like a bird, with arms like twigs and twitchy eyes that miss nothing. I don’t like her. She seems always to be judging things. When we’re in the lift she looks me up and down as though searching for anomalies, something that’s different to how it was the day before. It makes me nervous, this scrutiny of hers. I can’t think what she’s looking for, or in what way she finds me wanting. She mumbles to Tom about it – when I’m next to them at the mailboxes or passing in the aisle at Hasan’s in between their complaints about their aching joints or the weather or how the cut grass in the courtyard irritates them. She’ll say things like, ‘There’s the strange one,’ and he’ll reply with, ‘Why is she strange?’ and she’ll say, ‘Well, even her kind should have friends.’

The thing is, when you can’t speak, people assume you can’t hear either.

[image: line image]

I have terrible allergies, but I didn’t discover them until I’d left. There’s something about home that can inoculate you against such things. Your eyes don’t tear up with the changing of the seasons, your nose doesn’t betray you when the wind shifts and the pollen count ratchets up, your skin doesn’t react to the scratching of summer dust or the suffocating seals of its humidity.

It was when I was hiking through Hungary or camping out by train tracks in Greece that my body began attacking itself. It felt like ants were picking at my eyes, crawling into my throat and up my nose. My nostrils plugged themselves up in defence as though there were in fact insects attempting to burrow their way into my head and chew at my mind. There were insects enough there, worms and ants and spiders and beetles and flying things that buzzed around my ears, and in my dreams they did get in, everywhere. But in protecting themselves from these would-be invaders, my nostrils also waged war on oxygen, so that breathing became a chore and my chest tightened up in protest. The ache in my head was constant, and for all the things my nose refused to let in, there was no limit to what it was prepared to release. A T-shirt was relegated to the job of oversized handkerchief. I tried to keep it clean, but resources were scarce, and all I could manage was dipping it in the dirty river every few days and wrapping it around my head – tight, the way my grandmother used to do when her head ached – to dry. 

My allergies persisted as we slipped through country after country and on through to France where for twenty-six days and nights I scratched my eyes so much, they did bleed. So dire was the situation that on day twenty-four or twenty-five, while little crabs scurried across the beach at Dunkirk, I briefly considered going back. Could I survive in England with my body at war with itself? Would my nose and eyes and throat eventually grow used to the new conditions I hoped they would find themselves in? How different could the climate there be, across that churning, frothy sea? 

I would never go back, but I began to wonder if there was anywhere in the world that I belonged.

This city, here in the middle of this country, has made a liar of my history. It is as though I was born here, so complete has been my immune system’s acceptance of the air and greenery and blossoms and bees. Those months of itches I couldn’t reach and nosebleeds and impenetrable nostrils seem like a minor irritation and that night in Dunkirk has faded into the recesses of my mind along with all the other evenings when mad thoughts filled my head. 
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The Juicer

East Tower, fourth floor, flat three, right opposite me. The man there is a honeycomb, pale with yellow hair and eyebrows. In certain lights though, he could be Spanish or Italian; his face is cut like that: aquiline nose, high cheekbones. People look more alike than some would have us believe.

He’s a health nut. Always juicing things – bloody beets, tangy bright lemons and massive grapefruits, long thick carrots and cucumbers. Sometimes he’ll pop in a pear or apple but not often. And lots of kale and spinach, mounds of it. It’s a wonder he isn’t sweating green by now. I call him the Juicer. Not a very inventive name, but then I’m not an inventive person. Apart from the juice, which is breakfast every day, he grills various things for dinner – thick chicken breasts that he spends ages pounding down, or plump prawns he spends far too much time prepping. He has salmon at least three times a week, carefully folding thick strips of foil around the fish and lemon slices and dill. 

His flat is sparsely decorated: a small sofa, hard and uninviting; a squat square coffee table; a thin white desk in the corner. He seems uneasy with comfort. My living room faces his bedroom. He sleeps on a firm-looking mattress, though he doesn’t jump onto it every night like I still do mine, so it’s anyone’s guess how hard it is. There are no clothes lying about his room, no books stacked haphazardly in a corner, no shoes (or boxes) half under the bed. It is all order and precision. If I stand at a certain point at the window in my room, I can see straight through into his bathroom. It’s only happened once, when he first moved in. Perfect timing that I was there at the moment he turned to reach for a bar of soap in the shower, before the water’d had a chance to steam everything up, and I saw all of him.

He has an extremely large member.

The Juicer goes to the fancy organic shop up the street. He wrinkles his nose when he passes Hasan’s – the corner shop the rest of us go to at least once a day. The shop is actually called Maqbool. It means ‘acceptable’ in my language, which I find to be a rather defeatist sentiment, so in my head I call it by the proprietor’s name. 

It’s a full-fat shop, stocking jars of thick, gloopy oils and tins of pure ghee, syrupy pre-packaged baklava and plump dates stuffed with nuts. The aisles overflow with imported crisps and packets of powdered soup and condensed milk and tea stamped in Turkish or Arabic or Urdu. The fridges to one side of the shop are stacked with bottles of juice and whole milk, creamy cheese spread like we had back home and sweaty, individually packed slices of American cheese. No goods fresh from the bakery for Hasan – only massive naans and paper-thin saj and heavy, sugary loaves and puff pastry creations that disintegrate the moment you touch them, all wrapped up in plastic.

Hasan is a small man who looks like he was tall once. Everything about him gleams, from his thick nose to his high forehead to the black hair lying in shiny strings across his crown. Mrs Old-Lady-From-Next-Door, Ruth, says that’s how all Pakis are. I heard her explaining it to Tom as they looked over the jars of pickled things one day. ‘They can’t help it, dear,’ she said in response to his grumble. ‘He could bathe three or four times a day and be just as greasy. It’s how their kind is made,’ she added. Her husband seemed unconvinced, and whenever Hasan rings them up, Tom grips and pulls at his handkerchief as though fighting the urge to reach across the counter and wipe the man’s face.

The Juicer’s life is regimented. Up by five, he does his routine with the exercise set-up in the living room. Then juice – sometimes blood red, sometimes deep green, often brown. The big gym bag on his shoulder and out of the door by six. He’s not back for twelve hours, then steamed salmon for dinner. I never see him drink, not even wine or a beer with dinner. I never see him smoke up like No-Lights-Man does either.

He doesn’t have many vices. Though I believe he’s bisexual, if that can be termed a vice. He has women, many women. He’s fucked them all over the flat – on the hard, uninviting sofa; on the pale, hardwood floors; up against the walls or the exercise machine. I’ve seen heads thrown back in ecstasy, mouths open to the ceiling. I’ve seen them bent over the dining-room table where they don’t need to mask their discomfort. I’ve seen blurry bodies in the shower, reaching and grasping.

But occasionally, not often, he’ll have a man over. Never the same man twice, but they’re all as fit as he is. If they ever stayed overnight, I imagine they’d happily share his juice breakfast. But they never stay. I don’t see what happens with the men. The Juicer pulls the blinds closed. One time he looked directly at me, a grin on his arresting face as he jerked them shut.

I can only imagine he’s on the bottom of such couplings. Like I said, his member is extremely large.
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The Deceit of Memory

These are not the sort of observations my editor is interested in. Well, she’s not my editor yet, Josie from the news magazine with the big name, but she says she might be if things go well. I sent her what I now know the industry terms a ‘spec’ piece, about the city through the eyes of a new immigrant. In her emails she assures me that such articles are always topical, and it’s all people are wanting to read about given the state of the world, and could I tweak this and that before she publishes it. She’s promised a very modest payment for what she calls my ‘insider accounts’, and I imagine it must be some sort of outreach or corporate social responsibility initiative for the magazine. I’ll take it though; benefits only stretch so far and work opportunities are scarce when you can’t (or don’t, as Dr Thompson insisted) speak. She wants my views on things like ‘assimilation’, a term I didn’t think they used, a concept I didn’t think they expected, outside of America. She asks if I wear the hijab – as though that signifies something – and whether all my family made it out and how bad the fighting is. It feels like a test, as though the answers to such questions enhance my credibility, as though they might confirm that I am what I am and not some leftist, liberal populist in a mask. I don’t answer such queries, or I answer them selectively, the way I’m selective with what observations do and don’t go into the pieces I send her.

In a way it is about privacy. When you come from a place where the walls have ears and you spend your life hiding and fabricating, trying to learn the rules to games you have no hope of ever winning and searching for cracks from which to scurry out, your instinct is to hold certain matters close to the chest.

It’s about self-preservation, that most basic of human instincts.

Everybody here wants a story: doctors looking over bruises and scrapes and boils that don’t heal; officers asking to see papers, proof that you are authorized to be here; strangers on the street who think they recognize something in your face from home. They all want stories – how did you get here? How long did it take? How easy was it to process your papers? Do you know someone at the office they could speak to about their cousin or aunt? They want to hear about the hardship and the struggles and the people who died along the way. Josie wants it all. She doesn’t come out and say it, but I know she means the harsher, the better. She wants a nice little packet of memories she can serialize for her readers. Even better would be memories tied up with those observations she’s so fond of. 

I don’t know how to explain to her that I am cornered by memories, caged in by recollections. I feel persecuted by the things I remember and by what my mind chooses to hide from me.

Josie quoted de Maupassant to me in her last email, ‘Our memory is a more perfect world than the universe: it gives back life to those who no longer exist.’ She can’t have known what it would mean to me or how I would take it or maybe even how carefully one should choose their words when corresponding with a writer, but I doubt that when de Maupassant arrived at this pithiness he was thinking of a world such as the one I’d left behind. If he had, he would not have made a claim of perfection, either in the world or in the memories that supposedly preserved it.

The human need for stories is itself an obstacle to memory. Like our dreams, we are not content with images or scenes or fragments of sensory stimuli – the hint of melon dew we smell, or the blood pouring from our eyes and ears and mouths like river water trickling over smooth stone, or the pale horse with a mane like a greasy cloud streaking across a blue sky. We try to construct narratives – what happened before the blood came? What happened after I saw the horse? What does it mean? We try to place these elements within a structure that makes sense, wading back through fragments, trying to stitch it all together into a coherent pattern – a beginning, a middle, and an end. Something to cleave to, something to reassure us that everything is okay in that head of ours and that the monsters and ghouls and jinn that visit us in the night ARE NOT REAL.

My dreams are harsh forests, dark and eerie with hideousness: hands grab at my ankles, trying to pull me down into the earth where the dirt can fill me up with another kind of silence; things unseen rain down on me, sticky and metallic on the tongue; it is either very hot or very cold, nothing in between. I don’t speak in dreams either, but I scream. A lot. Waking drenched in sweat and piss, I claw at my chest like there’s something plastered there with hooks sunk into my ribs. It never leaves, just slithers under my bed waiting for another night to come.

But I was talking about memories, not dreams, though there are more than enough of those and the latter have a nasty habit of muddying the former. 

There is a kind of deceit to memories, where you’re never entirely sure something happened the way you remember. I read a book on forgetting, and it said most people can trace their first memory to the third or fourth year of their lives (Dostoevsky thinks you can remember things from when you’re two), but I don’t see how it’s possible. I mean, you can say you remember something from then, but can you be absolutely sure it’s your memory and not one you’ve claimed from stories you heard? I know many stories from my childhood: my eldest brother, Firas, running away from home when he was sixteen and I was eight (the instinct to run away is deep in my family, I think). I believe I recall Mama’s tears and Baba’s fury and shame, but the story had been recounted in whispers so many times by relatives and neighbours and even strangers in cafés by the citadel that I can’t be sure. There are memories born of repetition of certain acts: Eid rituals, the slaughtering of sheep and the hoarding of paltry sums of money that we thought were fortunes; breaking the fast and the neighbours who always sent over the most pungent stews; the hours at the public baths. 

That’s my first true memory, I think, though even that is not a true first, but an amalgamation of memories, the way I have a hard time believing Noah’s flood happened as told, that the story isn’t simply a compounding of countless, smaller floods that coalesced into an all-consuming myth designed to teach us something about hubris and submission. 

Mama would take me and my siblings down to the hammam once or twice a month, lining us all up on a bench with orders not to move. She’d hand out sandwiches – pitta breads rolled up around creamy white cheese and drizzled in honey – to keep us occupied, then call us over one by one. She’d scrub us down with this harsh, rough bar of soap, scrubbing until our skin was red and threatened to split, hissing that we weren’t clean enough yet when we protested. She’d trap us between her knees (Mama had the strongest knees in the world) and scrub our heads with her soaped-up hands until we were faint and entirely compliant. Only then would she declare us done, sending us outside with a towel and calling over the next one. This happened every couple of weeks, so I don’t think I could pick out the first time she took me. 

How much have I forgotten simply because it happened so often? If you go to the baths often enough, you’re not going to recall each trip. If you run off with your siblings every few months, you’re not going to remember every smack and pinch you got for it. If bombs go off each day, you’re not going to remember each one and who it killed. 

It seems to me that complicit in the very idea of memory is the act of forgetting.

   


6 

At Night My Mind Folds in on Itself, Like Origami

It is a hot day. Scorching. Too hot for the season, too hot for this part of the country, but such things are out of our hands.

We’re in the park. The great park, with its rolling grounds and thick trees, the one that curves down the south side of the city like the staff of Moses just before it’s transformed into a snake. The grass beneath our feet is young and prickly. The expanse above is a blank white space. You could scrawl every lament you’ve ever had up there, unhindered. There is nothing in the sky, but I keep checking.

The smell of burning hits me, and in a moment I recognize it as kebab and vegetables and garlic potato cubes and maybe a whole fish stuffed with spices. I can’t see the cooking, but I can smell it and saliva pools heavy in my cheeks. My whole family smells it, and we move like a pack of wolves scenting blood: Firas, the hunter, darting between the trees; Mama, nose pushing forward, Baby Lama tucked up against her milky breast; Nada runs with her children, but she is the same age as them, three five-year-olds with light brown hair and white legs sprinting through the grass; Baba is high up in a tree, but he crouches there on a branch that looks like it shouldn’t be able to hold him, gripping his skull in fingers that are sharp like talons. He refuses to look at us. I cannot see Ahmed. 

Firas says the cooking is happening by the river, pointing down the hill to where the thin ribbon of water winds through the grounds. The others switch direction like a school of fish sensing a predator, heads turning as one towards the sound of rushing water. The river should not be that loud, but none of them take notice. Or if they do, they are untroubled by it.

Khalid is there, beneath a canopy of trees, a blindingly white keffiyeh wrapped around his head. It’s cleaner than any I ever saw him wear, hard and shiny as a helmet. Strong enough to deflect whatever falls from the sky. I take a step forward, even though he is altogether uninviting. Arms folded, eyes hard, his lips move in that same old recitation of Darwish he gave to me hundreds of times, so that though he doesn’t speak, I hear the words as clearly as when he murmured them down the line on lonely nights in Damascus.

A poem about identity, he said it was inscribed in the breast of every Arab – whether they were, like him, rooted in Palestine or not. Those roots, stretching back before the invention of time, before the blossoming of eras. Those lines, I could see them, blood red, as though Khalid were scratching them onto the wall of my mind or pressing them into the chambers of my heart. 

I shove at my family, blocking their path. I don’t want them down by the river. There’s nothing there, I shout, only filthy water. Red, muddy water. No, Firas says, there’s food, so much meat, juicy and ours for the taking. I pull at Mama’s arm, dislodging Baby Lama so that she squalls in alarm and Mama’s loose breast goes flapping in the wind like the end of a scarf. I grip Firas around the chest, but he’s stronger than me and pulls us both down the hill. I turn and try to run away, leaving them to whatever waits at the water’s edge, but they will not let me go. One hand from each of them takes hold – Firas on my left arm, Mama on my scalp beneath my hair; Nada and her children cling to my legs. Even Baby Lama paws at my shoulder.

Khalid’s voice grows louder in my head, full of anguish and disappointment. I was never brave enough for him. He recites commands, admonishments, and warnings upon warnings upon warnings. About dignity, about land. Names and titles. He speaks of unrelenting hunger, of dining on the flesh of usurpers. 

I slide down the mud and mulchy grass, screaming, and Baba wails, like an old woman in the throes of some inconsolable grief, from his perch in the tree. I don’t want to see the river. Anything but the river. They won’t let me go, pushing and pulling and shoving. They push until gravity takes hold and forces me down the incline. Dirty fingers, caked in dried flakes of blood, pry my eyes open when I squeeze them shut.

But the river is blue and calm, burbling over brown and white stones like a lullaby from long ago. Birds chirp in the trees, hopping from branch to branch, free and at peace. The water looks cold and my siblings rush into it, splashing and kicking and laughing. They lie down on hard stones that must dig into their spines and throw their heads back to take long, deep gulps. Mama sits at the river’s edge; the baby latches back on to a nipple and she smiles down at her, trickling water on Lama’s forehead, like a priest at a baptism. I look behind me, but Khalid is gone, and I feel the mourning rise up in me again.

Nothing is cooking. The smell of meat and burning is strong in the air, but nothing is cooking, and I’m the only one who’s still hungry.
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