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Author’s Note



All the places and communities in this novel are of the author’s imagination but are based on the various societies that lived in the region that today makes up the United Arab Emirates and the Musandam Peninsula of Oman in the early 1950s. The author has chosen fictitious names for the towns, villages, and communities for two reasons. One is that some of these places and communities no longer exist. The other reason is that she wanted more liberty in bringing them to life.
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They’d arrived. The strangers who had come to her home to seal her future.

From inside the stone hut Noora could hear them clearly, clucking their complaints like chickens fighting for grain. They were tired and irritated; this much Noora knew. After all, they’d crossed her waterless mountains in a journey that must have lasted the better part of the day.

“Bags of brittle bones, Sakina, that’s what we are.”

“Yes, Gulsom, I’ve rattled so much on that donkey I still can’t stop shaking.”

There they were, the voices of the matchmakers. Gulsom’s was thick and hoarse, Sakina’s thinner, with a soft quiver that seemed eager to please.

Noora shuddered now as she listened to her brother’s voice, calming their exhaustion with an offer of water and dates. She would have liked to throw her arms in the air and scream, let go in rib-shaking sobs. Instead, she made fists, let her nails dig deep at his betrayal. Her own brother, the playmate of her childhood: Sager, just a year younger than her seventeen, and half a head shorter—and he was giving her away. Just like that.

Noora hugged her chest and felt the ripeness of her breasts. Soon, a man, a stranger who would be her husband, would crush that softness. What else would he crush? She hunched her shoulders and curled back into the dimmest corner of the hut. On the outside she was a woman, but her insides screamed for the loving protection a child craves.

“Right, where is the girl?” Gulsom’s thunderous voice demanded.

Noora sat up straight and pulled her shayla, or head cover, low over her face. Through the transparent, black weave, she watched the matchmakers shuffle into the hut. After the customary greetings, they slumped heavily in front of her and introduced themselves as sisters who were talented in preparing brides for a married life.

“You’re a very lucky girl,” Gulsom said. “Not everyone gets the chance to please a man as rich and prominent as the one you’re about to marry.”

How easy it was for her to say that. She wasn’t the one who’d have to leave her home and sail to some distant village. She wasn’t the one who would have to share a stranger’s mattress. Noora could not join in Gulsom’s enthusiasm. So she stared ahead and waited silently for what was to come.

“Now, dear, I want you to stand and walk a little,” Gulsom instructed.

Noora rose and, wrapping her shayla tight around her chest, took a step toward the entrance.

“No, no, lift your dress. I want to see how your feet move.”


Noora pulled her dress up, revealing the loose serwal pants that tightened at the ankle, and continued with a few uncertain steps. She threw a glance over her shoulder, caught the sisters nodding their approval. With burkas covering most of their faces—forehead, nose, mouth—they looked like hawks about to peck the flesh off a kill.

“Very good.” Sakina’s voice quivered with glee. “Masha’ Allah, God protect—no limp, no ugly twists.”

“You can sit now,” Gulsom said, “right where you are, close to the doorway.”

“Keep your face to the light, dear.”

Noora sank to the ground as the matchmakers shifted toward her on pear-shaped behinds, creating a neat triangle. Gulsom took a deep breath and pulled up her sleeves. “Now, let’s look at you.” She tugged at the shayla and it slipped onto Noora’s shoulders.

The sisters slackened their necks and let loose an erratic dance of daring inspection. They jerked their heads from side to side, bobbed them up and down. Within the angular slits of their burkas, their eyes darted in dizzying directions, and under their silent gulps of scrutiny, Noora felt the heat rise to her face. That’s when she detected the crinkling bags underneath their eyes. They were smiling.

Sakina giggled and said, “The pomegranate has lifted to her cheeks, sister.”

“Another shy bride,” Gulsom said, reaching out for one of Noora’s auburn plaits, fingering the tips. “Soft but neglected. See, sister?”

“Yes, sister, but that’s all right,” Sakina said, stroking Noora’s broad fringe, which, according to the custom, was trimmed high to show her full forehead. “It’s good hair. See how this bit shines. A little jasmine oil will nourish the rest.” Noora flinched as Sakina’s calloused fingers crawled down her face and traveled back up a cheek. She stopped at the ears for a firm tug—first one, then the other. “Fine, clean, nothing there.”

Gulsom’s hand reached for Noora’s chin, and as she yanked her face to the light, Noora narrowed her eyes. She knew what would happen when the light hit them. They would glow with the blaze of emeralds. That’s when they were their most attractive, and she hoped Gulsom would miss it. But Gulsom was bold and thorough. She plucked Noora’s eyelids open and took in all that shine, humming her approval before rubbing Noora’s cheeks with two of her thick fingers. “Skin is a bit rough,” she declared, “but a nice mixture of cardamom and milk will soften it. Humph.” Her grunt felt hot on Noora’s neck. “I don’t like that,” Gulsom said. “That scar under your chin. What happened?”

“I fell and hit a rock when I was small,” Noora said, surprised at how spiritless her voice sounded.

Gulsom’s tongue danced in a fountain of clicks. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about that, is there?” She inserted a thumb and two fingers to unfasten Noora’s lips and checked her teeth. “Solid, except for this chip here.”

“It’s from that same fall,” Noora said, hoping the handicap might somehow dishonor her, make them lose interest in her. But they had already moved to other parts of her body, kneading and handling her as if working a piece of dough to the right consistency. One pair of hands clutched the back of her neck; the other rubbed her back.

She flinched as Sakina’s lumpy fingers dug into her shoulder blades. Her touch was stronger than her voice. “She doesn’t have the fat of the pampered. Too bony.” A few presses later, she concluded, “But her bones are strong, masha’ Allah, not sick. Good for housework.”

Gulsom pawed her midriff. “This is good, well rounded. Excellent for childbearing.” She circled her palms on a thigh and squeezed her way in rounded grips to the knee. “Hmm,” she sang with satisfaction, “the legs are solid, strong enough to carry the weight of a pregnancy.”

“So much work to be done,” Sakina trilled.

“Yes,” agreed Gulsom, “but we can prepare her. We’ll make her neat.” She scanned the interior of the hut, as if seeing it for the first time. “It’s good you keep a clean house, but do you know how to cook?”

“Yes, khalti, aunty,” Noora mumbled.

“Poor soul,” muttered Sakina, and for the first time Noora noticed some sadness in her eyes. “Stuck here with no mother and a gone-to-who-knows-where father.”

“No time to feel bad, sister,” said Gulsom, a confident flurry of excitement ruffling her husky voice. “We have a mission: to take this child and turn her into the respectable wife of an important man.” Turning to Noora, she added, “We’ll get you ready, insha’ Allah, God willing. We’ll take over the role of your mother and teach you all that you need to know.”

“And there are two of us.” Sakina giggled. “So you’re twice blessed.”

“There’s so much you need to know and very little time.”

“Women who have followed our advice have made the best wives,” said Sakina, her voice warbling with pride. “Not one husband has complained.”

It was then, when Noora watched the sisters beaming their silent congratulations to each other, that she understood. She had passed the test.


What followed was their knowledge, committed to memory through their many years as matchmakers. The sisters inhaled the blissful air of success before unraveling a list of instructions designed to ensure a happy husband.

“Remember, you are going to become a part of your husband’s home,” began Gulsom.

“Cooking and cleaning…,” said Sakina.

“Mind you, all the while looking beautiful.”

“And smelling nice: rose essence behind the ears, incensed clothes and body.”

“No more of your wild ways in these mountains,” Gulsom cautioned. “If he wanted someone like that, he would have chosen a savage from the jungles of Africa.”

“You have got to be demure now,” Sakina said, a soft quiver rattling her speech.

“For the first year, he mustn’t see you chew.”

“Just move your mouth like this.” At once, the sisters paused to demonstrate. Their mouths remained concealed behind the awkward shifts of their burkas. Little by little, Gulsom’s string attachment that held the burka in place loosened, and the burka tilted to one side, exposing the edge of a tiny nose that lifted in an elegant swoop. Noora raised her brows with surprise. That fine nose was a sharp contrast to Gulsom’s brusque temperament.

Gulsom cleared her throat and, adjusting her burka, continued, “One important piece of advice: when you spit the pit of a date into the tray, make sure it doesn’t make a sound.”

Noora wondered how that could be done.

Sakina laughed nervously. “No one believes it can be done, but it can.” She turned to her sister. “You remember that Al-Miqbali girl, when she thought she couldn’t do it. And with a little practice, masha’ Allah, she managed to make the pit land on the tray with the softness of a grain of sand.”

Gulsom shook her sister’s lighter mood to one side. She hadn’t finished. “Don’t smile,” she warned Noora.

“If you have to, just look down and smile in your head,” Sakina explained. “No moving the mouth.”

“Don’t talk too much.”

“Ooh no, no,” Sakina squeaked. “Never, never talk too much. He’ll think you’re easy.”

The two women paused, even though Noora kept nodding them on. The quicker the inspection could finish the better.

Then Gulsom coughed—an important cough that cleared the air—and Noora guessed she was about to give out the most vital piece of information.

“Now,” said Gulsom, “what I am going to say next is for your benefit, and I advise you to follow it.”

Noora glanced at Sakina for some hint, but Sakina had cast her eyes down to the ground and was silently drumming her knees with her fingers.

“Look at me,” Gulsom ordered. “Word is that you’re headstrong, that you want to do everything your way. Is that true?”

“No, khalti.” Had Sager said that about her? She felt her eyes sting with the betrayal that her brother kept throwing at her. Where was he now? Was he listening from outside? Was there a smug grin on his face?

“You can’t afford to be proud, my girl,” continued Gulsom, her voice rumbling with meaning. “It’s not good. You are poor, but you will be getting the privilege of living well. Remember that and appreciate it. If your head grows big and you become spoiled, your husband might throw you out. Out! And then you’ll have nowhere to go.”

Sakina’s voice trickled back into the conversation. “Poor girl,” she said, her eyes blinking rapidly. “We are very rough on her.”

“We’re telling her for her own good, sister!”

“We can’t even blame her,” Sakina said. The sadness had swallowed the chirp of her voice. “To think, all her life growing up alone, so far from other people. It’s not fair. What were your parents thinking, dear?”

“They should have married her off when her mind wasn’t formed yet,” Gulsom said.

“Yes, as soon as she’d ripened,” said Sakina. She was twittering again.

“Even earlier, just so that she could get used to her husband’s house for a little while before he could touch her,” Gulsom said. “But it’s no use thinking about what was. Now we have to concentrate on what will be. You’re a lucky girl. You got yourself a rich man. Be thankful.”

“Yes,” Sakina confirmed. “Thankful.”

The sisters continued to instill in Noora the necessity of modesty of her sex and the timidity that comes with poverty. Their voices thickened with every word as they wove their conjugal web of constraint, until Noora felt they had shred any strand of hope that lay hidden in her heart.

The matchmakers were entering her life with the force of a spiraling dust storm, leaving behind only the taste of grit in her mouth. And she had to swallow it. Now, as they rose to leave, Noora wondered what had happened to the eagle in her. When had the frail chick staggered to take its place?

She was too tired to fight. Too much had taken place in too little time: the sting of betrayal, the hurt of false promises, the pain of loss. And now, as she sat alone in that hut of tightly packed stones, as she faced banishment, she tried to pinpoint when it had all begun. And almost at once, she remembered the sand fish.
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In her mountains, at the tip of the Arabian Peninsula, the earth was more often thirsty than not.

Noora Al-Salmi climbed to the top of the ridge that rose above her home and walked to its edge. She ran her eyes along the barren cluster of fractured peaks. In the west, the same clouds she’d spotted every day for the past week were gathering once more, taunting her from afar. On this dawn, they were darker and she could tell there was rain in them.

She licked her lips and swallowed the dryness in her mouth. She was desperate for the rain they carried. This heat, the heat of 1950, had lasted a full nine months, the longest she could ever remember. The sky had dried at the same time as her mother’s death through a mysterious illness, which ate up her strength and shrank her to skin and bone. Now, the water in their well tasted brackish. And soon it would dry up completely.


Noora sighed and turned away. And just then a sudden gust blew her shayla off. She chased it as it danced and twirled in the air, rushing with the wind that carried it, feeling that hope was running along with them, too. That wind could blow those bloated clouds over her home. It could build up into a mighty storm, and the rain that fell out of them would somehow find its way into her family’s well.

Her shayla floated along the side of the ridge and landed on the tangle of branches of a lone acacia tree. It was then, just as she plucked it off the tree’s thorns and placed it on her head, that she spotted the skink, basking on the gravel to one side of the tree.

She thought she’d seen every creature in her mountains, but this one was different. More snake than lizard, it had no pronounced neck, only a thinning of the body at both ends: a long wedge-shaped snout with eyes on the side and a short tail that tapered to a fine point.

“Sager,” she called, and when her brother did not answer, she called him again.

He arrived just in time to catch it slither onto a small rock that rose between the acacia and the ridge. It moved like a snake, too. “It’s a sand fish,” he said.

“A sand fish?” said Noora, rounding her eyes at him with a slight jealousy at his knowledge. “What kind of name is that?”

When he did not answer her, she turned back and examined the skink again. It was slightly larger than her hand, its body covered with smooth, shiny scales. Even in the muted dawn light, its back shone a brilliant yellow, with black-brown bands along its length.

“I don’t know what it’s doing here,” said Sager.

“Warming itself, of course.”


“No, you don’t understand. There are no sand fish here. They live in the desert.”

Noora snorted. “Sand fish, what names you make up.”

“They’re called that because they leap in the sand and swim in it,” he said, making moving humps with his hand. “Wait, I’ll show you.”

“Don’t…”

But it was too late. Sager was already stooped under the acacia. His ghitra, turbaned so neatly, got caught in the tree. Out tumbled his curls—and they got caught, too. Those fine ringlets: more and more, they became the only softness she could see in him. He was built as solid as a boulder. His skin was coarse and had none of the gold that lightened Noora’s complexion. Instead, what gold he had speckled his eyes, just like their father’s. But the tiny dots in Sager’s eyes were mostly hidden in the shadow of his protruding forehead.

Noora began giggling as she watched him spit curses at the acacia. The more he twisted and wrestled, the tighter the tree embraced him. “Sand fish, really.”

“Why am I even bothering?” he said, finally managing to free his hair. As he crawled out, his mouth curved into a squiggle that pulled with it the fine line of wispy hair that was waiting to turn into a mustache. “Why am I wasting my time with you when I have so many responsibilities?”

Again, that big word. That manly word. Responsibilities: how important it made him feel! More and more, he liked to throw it at her, like a spear aimed to pierce her throat so she could not answer back. “There’s still our father,” she said. “He is still the head.”

“Not always,” Sager said, tightening his ghitra back onto his head and brushing the dust off his dishdasha, the loose-flowing robe men wore. “Now that his mind is more out of this world than in it, I have to think for this family. I have to make all the important decisions.”

She was about to answer back when another blast of wind blew into them. It shook the tree and startled the skink. The sand fish dove into the wall of the ridge and hit its snout.

Noora gasped, and suddenly she and her brother were making a dash to either side of the acacia to see what they could do, which only made the sand fish panic more. Again and again, it tried to escape in the only way it knew how. Stuck in a place it shouldn’t be, again and again it smashed its nose—and Noora felt its pain: a dull pinch just below her navel, in the deep of her belly.

“We’ve got to do something,” Noora called to him.

“It won’t make it,” Sager called back. “There’s nothing we can do.”

There were ribbons of blood, fine as silk thread, streaking its nose and a gash in the shimmer of its yellow back. Noora was sure it would lose its tiny toes as she watched it scrape the hard rock. It was trying to swim through!

“Do something!” she ordered.

Sager pushed his arm between the tree and ridge and tried to grab it. Once, twice, his hand closed on it, but it slithered out of his fingers, and finally the sand fish dove into the acacia.

Noora shrieked. It was twisting in midair, unable to land—trapped—its tail pierced by one of the tree’s thick needles. Sager thrust his arm through and finally caught it.

“There, there, there.” Noora cried, pointing him farther up the valley, where the earth was crumbly, easier to sink into. “Take it there.”

But the wriggling, bloody sand fish would not stay still. It slipped out of Sager’s grasp and clambered onto his chest, taking a leap in the air in what Noora was sure would be its last. She cupped her mouth to stifle her squeal.

In the air, it spun and twisted. On the gravel, it landed with a smack. The impact ripped off a section of its tail, which flew to one side and started to slice the air blindly.

But the sand fish was alive. The sand fish was hobbling up the mountain.

“Come on, let’s go,” Sager said. “We have to go get the water.”

After the trauma it had been through, Noora wanted to make sure the sand fish reached the softer earth. “Let’s just see…”

“Look,” Sager said. “As long as we’re around, it’ll try to escape, try to hide in that same way. It’ll ram its head till it kills itself. Let’s just go.”
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They set out with the first arrow of light. Noora was carrying a goatskin bucket with a long rope attached to its handle, and just like her brother, she had slung two water skins over her shoulders. They flapped against her waist as she led the way up the gentle slope of their mountain. All the while, she tried to spot the sand fish.

“How do you think it got here?” she asked once they’d reached the broad, flat plain at the top.

“I don’t know,” Sager said, remaining a few steps behind her.

She stopped and turned to face him. “I mean, the desert is so far from here.”

“It’s not important,” he said, his face as rigid as stone—a young face trying so hard to look old. “And who cares anyway.”

He did care though. She had seen the anguish on his face as he’d tried to save that wretched creature. His features had crumpled as if he had squeezed the juice of a bitter lime into his mouth. But now he was putting on another face, one that could hide his emotions, one that would prove him a man.

Noora watched the loose stones tumble under his feet as he stomped past her. That march, so determined, was telling her he was leaving his boyhood frivolity behind.

He’s so serious with me nowadays, thought Noora, as she followed him. She understood that Sager worried about their family, his sense of duty, now that their father was slipping into another world. But why he was pushing her away, she could not understand.

“We are so alone, so isolated,” she muttered to herself. “That should be enough to keep us always close.”

“What?” he said, throwing a cool glance at her over his shoulder.

“Nothing.”

They stopped at a sharp decline, which overlooked a cluster of desert acacias. There, behind the trees, was their hidden water source: an ancient cistern hollowed out of the rock.

Sager pulled his dishdasha just over his knees and knotted it at the waist before zigzagging his way down. Then Noora did the same with her dress and prepared to descend sideways. It was the safest way.

As she stretched her leg down, her serwal ripped, exposing her knee and shin. She twitched her brows into a scowl, as if her tightened face might somehow pull together the gash, make whole the little, pink flowers that sat on the washed-out blue fabric. It was then that she spotted Sager’s disapproving look.

“Hide your legs,” he ordered.

“It’s a rip,” she cried. “I’ll fix it when I get back, but I’m not pulling my dress down. It might get stuck under my feet. Then I’ll trip and fall.” She started to mimic the irritation in his voice. “And anyway, why are you looking at my legs, being disrespectful like that? Just turn away. Don’t look.” She caught the rush of blood to his cheeks before he dropped his eyes to the ground—and Noora snorted her joy at having ended his bullying. Sager turned to the trees, but she hadn’t finished yet. She slid down the crumbly bits of gravel at the end of the descent and slammed into her brother’s back.

Sager stumbled and fell, his head just missing the thorny limbs of the acacias. Noora gasped and slapped her mouth. She hadn’t intended that. It was meant to be a playful shove. When she bent over to help him up, he elbowed her away.

“The problem is you don’t know when to joke and when not to, what you should take seriously and what you shouldn’t,” Sager said, as he got up.

“I didn’t mean to push you like that.”

“It doesn’t’ matter. This…this…the way you are, it just won’t do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at you…,” he began, waving all five fingers at her. Then he paused and the pout of his mouth was filled with mortification, a shamed aversion to what he was about to say. “You’ve got curves,” he blurted. “Everywhere!” He swung his arms in the air. “You’re not a girl anymore; you’re a woman. Those curves are there to remind you to stop running and jumping, for you to slow down and turn domestic. So start acting like a woman.”

Noora gaped at him. “And if I am a woman, what does that mean? What happens now?” She pulled her shayla over her face and let it drop to reveal only her eyes. She knew Sager would not see the humor in her exaggerated act of vulnerability, but she continued anyway. She fluttered her lashes, slowing the movement till it turned into a demure glance at the ground.

“You see? I can’t even talk to you,” he said. “You look a mess. You don’t even comb your hair in the morning. You’re like a savage that fell in mud.”

Noora felt her ribs shake with the rattle in them. The first light of day was quickly turning into a dawn of confrontation. “Well, what do you want me to do then?”

“Stay at home more,” he said. “Do all the things women are meant to do; leave the hard work for us men.”

“So,” she said, her eyes narrowing, “what are you saying? Are you saying you’d rather carry four water skins filled with heavy water all the way back, instead of two? Are you strong enough?”

“I’m saying you should change your ways. This drifting all over the mountains like a tribesman, it has to stop.”

“Why?”

“Because…because it has to. You’ve got to start carrying yourself properly. You don’t want people seeing you and thinking you’re a crazed woman.”

“What people?” She looked up at the violet tips of the mountains. “Do you see anyone?” Noora knew they were quite alone. The closest community lived a full morning’s walk away, in Maazoolah. As for passing caravans, she would have spotted the flickering stars of their fires on her walk up, and if it were the rare, lone traveler who happened to venture into the uncertainty of her mountains, he would have followed the unwritten laws of peaceful intentions by quickly making his presence clear: arriving when there was light and setting up camp in an exposed part of the mountain. That was the best way of avoiding a surprise attack, which could take place at any time and from any one of the many isolated tribes of the Hararees, the name loosely given to the mountains which likened the rugged tips to silent sentinels.

Few persons traversed the hostile peaks they lived in the middle of, preferring to take a more roundabout way on their journeys from desert to coast and back. They dreaded coming face-to-face with the ancient residents of the Hararees. The approach of strangers was discouraged through long howls that reverberated, bouncing off the sides of the sheer cliff faces, to give the desired impression of an aggressive army ready to attack from hidden positions. Little did the traveler realize that the mountain men had only one dread, a dread born through the need to protect their water.

Sager snarled and grabbed the water skins and the bucket. “I’m not going to waste my breath on you,” he said.

“You don’t have a right to tell me anything,” she said. “I am older than you.”

He didn’t answer, only squatted under the umbrella crowns of the acacias to make his way through.

“Only abbah can tell me what to do,” she called after him, the defiance in her rising the farther away he got. “He’s our father, the leader of this family.”

She heard Sager snicker before disappearing into the darkness of the hollowed rock face.

“I’ll carry myself the way I want,” she shouted at him. “I’ll walk the way I please and sit any way I like.” And with that, she slumped to the ground and, supporting her weight on her palms, kicked her legs out in front of her. It wasn’t very feminine, but she didn’t care.

She heard her brother grunt, and she knew he was shoving the large stone that covered the cistern. They always pushed that stone together, but this time Noora was not going to help him. “Let him do it on his own, the big, strong man,” she muttered.

Why did Sager care so much about the way she looked or carried herself? With the exception of his recent rebukes, no one else bothered. Her home was a paradise of informality with no rules and no society to draw that fine line that separates acceptability from shame.

She heard the thud as the stone shifted, and then the crackle of the smaller rubble under its bulk. And her fury rose. He was managing without her. “And besides,” she shouted at him again, “I’ve tried. You know I’ve tried, and it didn’t work.”

Sager didn’t answer.

She was nodding to herself forcefully. It was true. She really had tried.

Once, many years ago, when she had first shown signs of womanhood, her mother had tried to instill in her some of the softness and modesty of women thought desirable by society. Fatma had told Noora to take smaller steps when she walked, to talk in a gentle voice, and, rather than laugh, to look down and giggle discreetly. Fatma had explained that when, one day, Noora got married, she would have to follow the rules of her husband’s household.

Noora had found her mother’s list of advice fascinating, and for a while, she had put her heart into her walk and her voice, preparing for her future matrimonial life. When she fetched the water, she would lift a corner of her dress and proceed with tiny steps up the mountain. The journey took her twice as long to complete. Then she had tried to call her brothers for lunch with her most delicate voice, but they never heard her. And so, she would twist that same little corner of her dress and tiptoe down to find them. That took longer than usual as well. Finally, there was the laugh. She practiced averting her glance to the ground and letting out a shy giggle. But by looking down, she missed all the funny expressions her father made, which left her frustrated and angry. These women must be angry all the time, she had thought.

And then, her mother introduced another set of instructions, concerning Noora’s looks. Noora was to undo her plaits three times a day to comb her hair and keep herself neat and dust-free.

“But it doesn’t need so much care, ammah,” Noora had objected.

“Yes it does,” her mother had answered. “You take care of your eyes, don’t you, lining them with kohl like the rest of us. So why not your hair, too? You don’t want it falling off, do you? To keep it strong, you must take care of it, rub sesame oil in it.”

“And what am I supposed to do about the dust? It is all around me.”

“Make sure you shake it off your clothes more often.”

And so, Noora had combed her hair, drenched in sesame oil, every morning, noon, and evening. In between, she wiggled in her dress to shake the dust off. All the while, she felt the silly walk, soft voice, pitiful giggle, flyaway hair, and treacherous dust made her life more complicated than it needed to be. To make matters worse, her efforts fell on blind eyes. She received no praise or encouragement from her father or brothers.

Finally Noora gave up and returned to her old ways. She decided she would follow the rules of modesty when the new husband came along. Till then, she was content in knowing what needed to be done. Fatma seemed satisfied as well. She had done her duty as a mother, and now she could forget the subject altogether. Like Noora, it seemed she had decided there were more important concerns.

Yes, she had tried.

Noora yawned. She was calming down now. She felt another rip as she stretched her arms above her head. This one was smaller, a mere hole along the seam just under the arm of her flowered red dress. She sighed. The only part of her mother’s lessons of womanly ways that proved useful and that she excelled in was sewing. Her fingers moved quickly and precisely when she sewed, leaving behind a strong line of stitches neater than a trail of marching ants.

The bucket tumbled down the cistern, landing with a dull thump at the bottom. And then it journeyed back up—no spill, no overfill. As Noora listened to that sound, more rock in it than water, she felt her rage return. Why was she waiting for Sager? Without another thought, she rose and started climbing back up to the plateau to make her way home.

Let him carry all four water skins on his own!
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That was how it went when boys and girls, brothers and sisters, grew up to become men and women. Their worlds separated.

By the time Noora reached the edge of the plateau, the sun had leaped into the sky, bleached the mountains, and crusted the earth. It was as hot as the fury she was still carrying.

Noora paused to look down her valley. There stood the four stone huts that made up her home: the two living-sleeping rooms, the goats’ and chickens’ shelter, and the store. How lonely they looked.

She ran her eyes farther down beyond the huts to the bottom of the valley, where a small hill rose. Its side was smooth, and stuck to it were the ruins that had once been her great-grandfather’s dwelling. Under the dazzle of the morning sun, she could barely make out their outline. The rough oval blocks were camouflaged so effectively, swallowed, as it were, that they became a part of the barren hill to which they were attached.

She knew every chip and crack in the weathered blocks that made up those ruins. She and Sager had played there when they were younger. It was their childhood watchtower, where they made up their games: hiding and appearing, building and demolishing. They pretended the blocks of stone could shield them from all the big, dangerous creatures that roamed the mountains. There were wolves, which they sometimes heard but never actually saw. There were leopards, too, which they imagined slinking around the huts in the dark of night, and the snakes and scorpions, of course. Her brother was different then. He used to laugh and shout. They used to laugh and shout—together.

And now Sager was drawing a line that would keep them apart. He wanted to trace that same line found in every society of the Hararees. But why did he have to do that? They lived in an isolated patch of the mountains. They belonged to none of those communities.

Noora marched down to the huts. It was only when she saw the smoke spiraling from the outdoor hearth that she began to calm down. Her father was lighting the fire to make breakfast. Preparing the food was a woman’s job, but her father, with his own set of rules, embraced the acts of brewing coffee and baking bread as if they were the most natural tasks for a man of the mountains. It had always been that way. Her father, Ibrahim, mixed up the male-female roles so that they were interchangeable. And that was how he had brought them up, long before the voices entered his head and made him unpredictable.

She noticed the change in him soon after her mother’s death (even though she now suspected the madness had been in him much earlier). He was sitting in the middle of the valley, stiff as a stone, his mouth mumbling words she could not make sense of. She had felt invisible as she tried to get his attention. His eyes had remained glazed as he slipped into that other world to confer with the whispers in his head.

Noora skipped over the last bits of rubble and, stepping close to her father, looked deep into his eyes. She whispered God’s protection, “Masha’ Allah, masha’ Allah,” and quickly decided he was alone. No voices ruffled the clarity of his hazel eyes.

How she loved his eyes, made lighter as they sat in the smudged black outline of his kohl. There were little gold specks in them that glittered the way water did when the sun fell in it. She preferred their energetic gleam to the murky green of her eyes, which were more like the sludgy mess left behind in the little ponds of stagnant water where the tadpoles lived.

“What is it?” he asked, when he noticed her staring at his face.

“Nothing,” she said, and stepped back.

Little sparks flew into the air as he fanned the fire. “Hungry?”

She nodded, sinking onto her haunches and grinning. Sager could lecture all he wanted, but her father was still of sound mind, capable of taking charge of their home. Her gaze drifted toward the scurrying goats and chickens, released from their night shelter. The donkey was near her hut. It hauled out its teeth and yanked a yellow clump of grass lodged in the dry earth. She could hear her other, much younger, brothers, Aboud and Hamoud, playing in the ruins. The normality of the scene filled her with warmth—until she turned back to her father.

Ibrahim was gazing north, at a distant peak. She knew it well; that was Jebel Hnaish. The vertical dome spiraled upward just like the snake it was named after. Her tribe, the Al-Salmi tribe, used to live there. Now all that remained on its flat summit were the stone skeletons of their abandoned homes.

Jebel Hnaish was part of Ibrahim’s tale of loss. He had narrated it to her when she was a little girl and had asked why she had no cousins, uncles, or aunts. “We are all that is left of the Al-Salmis,” he had told her. “A long time before you were born, a vengeful drought came to the village our people lived in, up there on Jebel Hnaish. The well and underground sources dried up, and when their livestock died, the tribe could not do anything but wander out, to find water. The able set out, and for days they traveled long distances.”

How intrigued she had been. In her little girl’s mind, she had pictured the long procession of men sliding down the rough mountain face, journeying into the unknown. She had imagined the group staggering with thirst, having no option but to lick the dew off the morning plants.

She shook the memory out of her head, sprang up, and grabbed the earthen bowl off the low wall by the hearth. “Abbah,” she said. “Here’s the bowl, take the bowl.” She had to deter him. Whenever he spoke of their tribe’s defeat and cowardice, it threw him into a trance that lasted for days, broken only by bouts of bitter remembrances and a sinking depression. She scooped a ball of dough and lifted it to his face. “Abbah, let’s bake the bread.”

He ignored her, kept his eyes fixed on the mountain. “The mountain can be deceptive,” he said. “What may look like no more than plain rocks and stones could very well hold blessings—water, deep, deep down. But our tribe could not find it.”

She swiveled in front of him, tried to break Jebel Hnaish’s hold on him. But it was too late. The golden specks in his eyes had stopped moving.

“Let me tell you what happened to our tribe.” His brows furrowed with importance and he added a solemn nod. “Our tribe was destroyed by one man, one selfish man: Ahmad Al-Salmi—that was his name. He was their leader, and he led them to hell. He found a well and his thirst was so great that he immediately went toward it.” Ibrahim paused to throw a curse. “God show him the flames of hell.”

“He’s gone now.”

“That stupid, selfish man just helped himself to the water, without thinking of the consequences. Do you know what happens to people who take someone else’s water, Noora?”

“Yes, abbah, they get killed,” she said, and pointed to the fire. “Look, look, the embers are ready. We have to bake the bread, quickly before the fire dies.”

Ibrahim would not look. “Ahmad Al-Salmi understood the law of the Hararees: the touching of someone else’s water without permission only brings tragedy. Ahmad Al-Salmi did not respect the law.”

Maybe if she hurried him on. “And then he was killed by the Al-Hatemi tribe, who owned the well, and so was everyone else who had touched that water. And the rest escaped and ran back to the village.”

“They ran to the village like mangy dogs,” he said, spitting at the mountain. The clump landed in the hearth with a sizzle. “But what was the use? Revenge was going to follow them. The Al-Hatemis arrived with angry eyes and raised arms that held sharpened yirzes.” Ibrahim’s arm was up now, clutching a make-believe yirz, the small-headed ax that all mountain men carried to chop wood or to use in battle.


“Instead of fighting, they ran.” He waved his arm at Jebel Hnaish. “The Al-Salmis left their homes and ran. They were chased all the way to the sea. I hope they drowned in that sea—cowards, dirty dogs with no shame, filthy animals.” His voice was losing its strength, turning into a croak that was drowning in humiliation. “They chose defeat over an honorable death in the name of protecting their roots. Imagine, Noora, they left their homes!” His arm remained suspended above his head and his jowls melted into his neck. The only movement came through the flicker of his eyes.

Noora thought he might collapse, so crushed did he look. “Why didn’t the Al-Hatemis attack us as well?” she asked. Of course, she knew that part of the story, too, but she was trying to bring him back home, to the people who loved him: his family.

At first, she thought it worked. Ibrahim shook his head as if waking from an odd dream. “Because our home was so far away,” he answered simply. “You see, the Al-Hatemis didn’t think to look here. They didn’t know that we were Al-Salmis, and they certainly didn’t know we had our own source of water. By the time news reached my grandfather about what had happened, it was too late. The tribe was scattered. The Al-Hatemis were victorious.” He pointed to the ruins. “You know my grandfather lived just over there.”

“I know, I know. Aren’t you hungry, abbah?”

“Hmm?”

“Hungry? Breakfast?” She shoved the bowl back into his limp hands. Yes, he was recovering now. Yes, he was going to bake the bread now. Or so she thought.

He let the bowl slip out of his hands and crash to the ground. And then he wandered away.


Instead of following him, Noora rushed to salvage what dough she could before the earth swallowed it completely. Two, maybe three, pieces of bread, she reckoned as she spread the dough onto a thin, metal pan and placed it in the hearth.

Grainy bread: that’s what they would have to eat this morning.
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She wanted the day to end.

No sooner had she stitched the tears on her dress and serwal than she plunged into a whirl of frustrated vigor. She felt her hand tug too hard as she milked the goats and sweep too broad as she cleaned the huts. By late afternoon, she was pulling out weeds from their plot. And still the sun blazed, casting a layer of wobbling haze over the rocks and stones of the valley. The heat made everything move slower. And Noora remembered her mother.

“The stones, it’s all because of the stones.” That’s what Fatma had said over and over again, whenever she spoke of the madness that had plagued so many of her husband’s ancestors. “All those scalding rays,” her mother had insisted, “bounce off the stones and, over the years, burn the mind. It made them all live in their heads and share secrets with voices no one else could hear. Thank God, your father wasn’t affected.”


“Thank God he wasn’t affected while you were alive,” Noora mumbled into her chest as she raked the earth to root out a particularly stubborn weed. As a girl, Noora had not believed her mother. Now she wondered whether it was true. There was her father, farther down the valley, as still as the boulder he was sitting on. And there were the rocks and stones attacking him from every direction. The sun’s hammering rays fell hot on her head, and in a sudden panic she rushed to take cover.

Noora shifted the panel of wood that sealed the entrance to the store and collapsed in a corner between the small bushels of maize and onions harvested from their plot. Half a sack of flour, a tin of ghee, and a basket of dates sat in the other corner, leaning against a few pots, pans, and earthen containers. Every few months Sager and her father made the journey to the coastal village of Nassayem for those supplies in exchange for the wood they collected from the mountains. This time Sager would probably have to go alone. And then her heart softened as she realized the duty that was beginning to weigh heavy on his shoulders. Besides, she couldn’t stay angry at him forever.

A fat, green fly landed on her nose. She flicked it away and reached out to shift the sack of flour, behind which sat an oblong basket. Lifting the cover, she dipped her hand through the mass of cut-up squares and triangles of fabric used to patch the rips in their clothing. She ran her fingers along the bottom, feeling its rough weave, passing the blunt teeth of the comb she no longer used, and flinching at her reflection in the grainy surface of the hand mirror that went with it. She looked like a young woman, not the girl she still felt she was. From heightened cheekbones, her face extended into a slender nose that seemed to pull everything else to the sky. She wiggled it, and the pout of her peach lips quivered like the petals of a dainty flower in a breath of desert air.

She rummaged once more, finally finding the knotted bundle of stones she was looking for. It was her collection of pretty pebbles picked from the mountains by Sager, all especially chosen for her.

After undoing the knot, she tumbled onto her tummy and anchored her head on her palms for a leisurely inspection. Even in the dimness of the store, they shone. They were smooth, special, some pale, flashing lines of brilliant color—saffron, lime—others dark, speckled in gold and silver, dancing like a watery night.

Yes, she couldn’t stay angry at him forever.

A yawn crept from the back of her throat. Her eyelids slackened, her head slumped into her sinking elbows, and she fell into a deep sleep.

It was the fat, green fly that woke her up with its hysterical buzz, or so she thought—until she heard the howl, which was eerie yet familiar. Then silence, but her eyes snapped open anyway. And no matter how wide they swelled, she could not see a thing in the deep black that surrounded her. Only the musty smell of dust and old fronds cleared her sleep-drenched mind. She was still in the store.

She stumbled to the doorway, wondering why nobody had woken her, feeling irritated that nobody had worried about her absence, when she heard the howl again. Softer now, a human sound coming from an animal—or was it the other way around?

Sometime during her nap, clouds had gathered and drawn a mighty blanket that swallowed the stars, the moon. Noora’s eyes remained wide open as she walked past the huts and toward where the sound was coming from. And that is when she saw the shadow that was her father. He was down in the valley, perched rigid on the same boulder as before. How long had he been sitting there?

“Abbah, why are you out here?” Noora asked, when she was close enough to speak softly so that she would not jolt him.

The moan he made was part confusion, part grief, a whimper that reminded Noora of a pained animal. “Gone,” he mumbled, “all gone now. I’m all alone here.”

“No one has gone,” she said, trying to pick out his expression in the darkness. “We’re all here, near you. We have always been here.”

Ibrahim crossed his arms and let his head drop to his chest. “Gone,” he repeated, “all gone.”

Noora touched his arm. “Let’s go back to the hut, sleep.”

Ibrahim’s voice evaporated to a soft whisper. “You, you, you…” And his head began to sway from side to side, like a rumbling rock rolling down and up, again and again, along the sides of a smooth ravine.

“We’re here,” she repeated. “We’re he—”

And she jumped back
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