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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Night of the Crescent Moon




To Anas, the window in their fourth-floor apartment was not merely a square of glass set into the whitewashed masonry of Casablanca; it was a respiratory organ. It inhaled the salt-heavy Atlantic breeze that tumbled over the rooftops of Derb Sultan, and it exhaled the dense, caramelized perfume of the house—toasted sesame, frying honey, and the earthy resolve of waiting.




He was seven years old, hovering on the precipice of understanding, small enough to curl up on the sedari beneath the sill, yet old enough to sense the seismic shift in the air. Tonight, the city was holding its breath. It was the Night of Doubt, Lailat al-Shak.




Anas pressed his forehead against the pane. The glass was cool, a stark contrast to the humidity that clung to the alleyway below. Down there, the world was a river of frantic commerce. The yellow light of streetlamps washed over men in djellabas moving with urgent purpose, clutching plastic bags filled with dates and cartons of milk as if they were carrying fragile secrets. The roar of a passing moped, the shout of a vegetable seller haggling over the last crate of tomatoes, the rhythmic clatter of shutters closing—it all filtered through the glass, muffled, turning the chaotic opera of Casablanca into a silent film.




“Stop fogging the glass, Anas,” Rami said.




Anas didn’t turn. He watched his older brother’s reflection in the window—a dark shape adjusting the rabbit-ear antenna of the small television set in the corner. Rami was fifteen, caught in the gravity of adolescence, balancing the budding authority of manhood with the awkwardness of limbs that had grown too fast.




“Is it here yet?” Anas asked, his voice barely rising above a whisper. “The moon?”




“The moon doesn’t just arrive, Anas. It reveals itself,” Rami corrected, adopting the tone of their father. “The Ministry is watching for it. If they see the crescent, tomorrow is the first day. If not, we eat lunch like heathens.”




Anas pulled back from the window. The concept dizzying him. How could a sliver of light, a mere fingernail scratching the velvet sky, possess the power to change the laws of the world? How could it command millions of mouths to close and millions of souls to wait?




From the kitchen, the heart of the house, came the rhythmic thud-thud-thud of the pestle. His mother was crushing gum arabic and mastic, the final alchemies for the sellou—that brown, powdery sustenance of roasted flour, almonds, and patience. The aroma was overwhelming, a thick tapestry of cinnamon and anise that seemed to coat Anas’s throat. It was the smell of memory.




“Anas, come away from the window,” his mother called out, her voice melodic but strained with the fatigue of preparation. “Come taste the honey for the chebakia.”




He drifted into the kitchen. The room was a sauna of steam and sugar. A large cauldron bubbled on the stove, a golden lake of honey and orange blossom water. His mother dipped a wooden spoon into the pot and let a drop fall onto a saucer. She blew on it, then offered it to him.




“Taste,” she commanded gently.




Anas licked the amber droplet. It was searingly sweet, floral, and sticky.




“Is it good?”




“It tastes like gold,” Anas said.




She smiled, wiping a stray lock of hair from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “Good. Sweetness is necessary. It reminds us of the reward. But remember, Anas, the hunger that comes tomorrow… that is the real food.”




He nodded, though he didn’t fully understand. How could emptiness be food? This was the riddle of the adults. They starved themselves to be full. They stayed awake to dream.




He returned to the living room, to the window. The television static hissed, then cleared. A man in a white jellaba and a red fez appeared, sitting behind a solemn desk.




“Quiet!” Rami hissed, leaning forward.




Even their father, who had been sitting silently in the corner counting prayer beads, stopped his thumb in mid-rotation. The room went rigid. The sounds of the street below seemed to vanish, as if Casablanca itself had pressed its ear to the ground.




The man on the screen spoke. Formal Arabic, heavy and ornate like carved cedar wood. Anas caught only the essential words. …sightings confirmed… the blessed month…




“It is here,” his father breathed, exhaling a tension he hadn’t revealed until that moment. “Ramadan Mubarak.”




“Ramadan Mubarak,” Rami echoed, turning to Anas with a grin that shed his teenage cynicism. “Prepare your stomach, little brother.”




Anas turned back to the window. He looked up, past the tangled electric wires, past the rooftops cluttered with satellite dishes and drying laundry, searching for the culprit. And there, through a break in the oceanic clouds, he saw it.




It was barely there. A delicate, ghostly curve. A scimitar of pale light slicing the darkness.




As if on cue, the city erupted.




From the minaret of the nearby mosque, the cannon fired—a sonic boom that rattled the window frame against Anas’s fingertips. Boom. Then came the ghaita horns, crying out in celebration. The air raid sirens, usually reserved for danger, wailed in joy. The chant began to rise from the mosques, a polyphonic ocean of voices: Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.




Anas felt a shiver run up his spine, a sensation of electricity and awe. The chaotic street below transformed. The urgency of commerce vanished, replaced by the embrace of brotherhood. Men shook hands; neighbors called out blessings from balcony to balcony. The sensory overload—the smell of gunpowder from the cannon, the taste of residual honey on his tongue, the sound of the Adhan—merged into a singular feeling.




He looked at his reflection in the glass again. He looked the same, but the world had shifted. The ordinary time had stopped. Sacred time had begun.




“Anas,” his father said, standing up and placing a heavy, warm hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Close the window. We must make the Niyyah. We must set our intention.”




Anas lingered for one second more. He looked at the street, the dark alleyways that twisted like veins through the body of Casablanca. He realized that the window was not just a barrier keeping the wind out; it was a frame. And for the next thirty days, everything he saw through this frame would look different. The shadows would be deeper, the light sharper, the hunger a companion rather than an enemy.




He reached out and pulled the brass latch. With a soft click, the window closed, sealing them inside the sanctuary of the home. But the rhythm of the city thumped against the glass, a heartbeat syncing with his own.




The moon had won. The fast had begun.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Color of Thirst


The sun in Casablanca did not rise that morning; it invaded.


Anas woke to a silence so profound it felt heavy, pressing against his eardrums like water. The usual morning symphony of the neighborhood—the screech of metal shutters, the hiss of espresso machines, the radio voices debating football—had been erased. In its place was a stillness that smelled of bleach and exhausted sleep.


He sat up, his tongue feeling like a piece of dry felt in his mouth. The memory of Suhoor was a hazy, dreamlike fragment: waking in the indigo dark, the groggy shuffling of his family in the kitchen, the taste of cold yogurt and the rough sweetness of a date, the solemnity of drinking water while the night was still black. Now, the sun was a white glare on the tiled floor, and the water was gone.


He walked to the window. The glass was warm. Outside, the alleyway below looked like a stage set after the actors had gone home. The café across the street, usually a hive of gossip and smoke, was shuttered. The plastic chairs were stacked upside down on the tables, their legs pointing at the sky like the stiff limbs of dead beetles. A solitary cat, orange and ragged, licked its paw in the center of the road, safe from the traffic that wasn’t there.


“Don’t stare at the sun, Anas. It makes the thirst worse.”


Rami was lying on the sedari, an arm thrown over his eyes. He didn’t look like the confident older brother of the night before. He looked deflated, a marionette with cut strings.


“I’m not thirsty,” Anas lied, though his throat felt coated in dust. “I’m going to school.”


“Walk slowly,” Rami murmured, not moving. “Save your spit.”


Anas stepped out into the building’s stairwell. It was cool here, smelling of damp limestone and old secrets. He descended the four flights, his schoolbag light on his shoulders, but his body feeling strangely unmoored.


The street was a study in exposure. Without the usual crowds to absorb the light, the whitewashed walls of Casablanca were blinding. Anas squinted, navigating the sidewalk. He passed the hanout—the corner store. usually, the shopkeeper, Ba’Moukhtar, would be sitting outside on a crate, peeling an orange. Today, the metal grate was pulled down halfway, like a heavy eyelid. Inside, Ba’Moukhtar sat in the gloom, motionless, staring at a small radio that whispered Quranic recitations. He didn’t wave.


Anas realized then that the city was not just sleeping; it was suffering. It was a collective penance. The buildings themselves seemed to be fasting, their plaster skins dry and cracking under the Atlantic humidity that brought salt but no moisture.


At school, the courtyard was devoid of the usual frantic energy. The boys did not run; they drifted. Games of tag were abandoned by unspoken agreement. They stood in small clusters, leaning against the walls, their voices dropped to conspiratorial whispers.


“I ate a whole loaf of bread at four in the morning,” Hamza whispered, his eyes wide and red-rimmed. “And three cups of milk.”


“I drank a river,” Anas countered, the exaggeration tasting sweet on his dry tongue. “My stomach is an aquarium.”


In the classroom, the teacher, Monsieur Jalal, wrote on the blackboard with slow, deliberate strokes. The chalk dust danced in the shafts of light falling from the high windows, swirling in chaotic patterns that mesmerized Anas. Usually, Monsieur Jalal was a tempest of energy, shouting conjugations and slamming a ruler on his desk for emphasis. Today, he was a ghost. He sat behind his desk, rubbing his temples, his voice a monotone drone that blended with the buzzing of a fly against the windowpane.


Tick. Tock. Tick.


The clock on the wall had become the most important object in the room. Time, Anas discovered, was not a fixed thing. On normal days, it flowed like water from a tap—sometimes fast, sometimes steady. But in Ramadan, time thickened. It turned into honey, dripping slowly, agonizingly, from the spoon of the universe. Every minute had weight.


Anas looked out the classroom window. He could see a sliver of the street, the tops of the orange trees, and the blinding white sky. He felt a strange hollowness in his belly—not pain, exactly, but a cavernous sensation, as if he were hollowed out like a reed flute.


This is what the ney feels, he thought. Empty, so the music can pass










































