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Written and translated by Nejmeh Khalil-Habib

She is not bitter. She was this way when she first came with “Him” to our house.
Something opposite to bitterness shocked my heart when he pushed her towards me
and stood confronting both of us, leaning slightly forward, fixing his “ghatra” then
saying in a threatening voice

“Look you two.... I need no headache....If you pass the limits, both of you are
divorced. No questions asked.... Understood!”

I confess that I used to envy her well-shaped figure and the sophisticated way with
which she walked. I confess that I used to sneak inside her room every time [ saw her
door slightly opened and purse my lips with resentment at the mess she left all over
the place. No man can tolerate a messy, filthy wife! The day I heard her sighing of a
bad headache, I wished she had a malicious tumour. [ imagined what she would be
like then: her thick bright hair that she leaves cascading over her shoulders would fall
out, her healthy rosy cheeks would go pale and yellow, her eyes would stop sparkling
with greed. Jasem would desert her and turn back to me entirely. The most important
of all is that she would not be capable of giving him the boy he married her for.

One day, she invited me to watch a movie with her. I averted my eyes with hesitation.
She dragged me by the hand and said with a wide smile: “Come on! Don’t be silly!
Let’s have fun in this bleak house.”

We sat together for the first time in the luxurious lounge room watching and laughing.
My laughs were timid and restrained. She was natural and more relaxed. She brought
a big dish of popcorn and put the curtains down. Our hands touched every now and
then, and I felt a strange, inexplicable, feeling.

When she got pregnant I thought of wicked things to do to cause her to miscarry, but
due to either cowardice or tender- heartedness my thoughts never passed the brink of
imagination. I used to notice that after each visit to her parents, she looked brighter,
more energetic. She would embrace and hug me, asking: “How was your day?” She
used to wash me with waves of affection that made me feel guilty for having my silent
ill intentions towards her. She used to enter her room for hours and come out with a
lovely tiredness colouring her eyes while I was busy with my three daughters.

My durra is cute. She never criticises my behaviour, never competes with me over
extra time with my husband. She didn’t object when I released the maid without
telling her. My feelings towards her have started to change, especially after her
miscarriage. I felt a mixture of joy and pity but I was stunned when I learned that she
had aborted it herself.

“I don’t want to get pregnant by that trivial arrogant man,” she had said.
I stayed silent. I don’t agree with her. He is not trivial or arrogant; he is kind,

generous and handsome. The day he asked for my hand I felt prouder than all the
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other girls in the family. This marriage is the only deficiency I see in him. I can’t
forgive him for that. I didn’t do anything wrong. It is not my fault. It’s God’s will for
us not to have a boy.

Yesterday, she invited me to her suite. She got the “Qur’an” and made me swear over
it to keep secret what she was going to reveal. I got confused and hesitated, but her
persistence made me agree. She sat on her knees in front of the closet and threw
carelessly all the clothes out of it, then she took out a big black handbag. She opened
it and sorted something which I recognized later was a computer. She sat on the carpet
and put it in her lap and started fiddling on it with her fingers. I wasn’t impressed by
what she was doing, I am indifferent towards this new technology, I have enough to
do in life, I don’t need extra headache.

She cried begging me to stay for a while: “I want to show you something.” I got
confused, [ had heard a lot about computers and the internet.

“I don’t have time for this, [ have many things to do.”

“One minute only. One minute please.”

I prepared myself to see some forbidden(s). A lustful thrill shook my body. I prepared
myself to recite a hot scolding prayer. I will tell her: This is disgusting! I will not
allow this to happen under the roof of this respectful house. I will pour all my anger
on a life that made me half a human being by depriving me of having a baby boy.

My anger evaporated when I heard her uttering calm musical words that I couldn’t
comprehend for being busy with my disappointment.

“What do you think?” she asked.
“Is this yours? Are you a poet? Who taught you all of that?”

She twisted her head and said in a sad voice: “My younger brother. The last kernel in
the cluster, as my mother says.”

“My brother Adnan was very upset when my parents agreed to this marriage. He
found it difficult to understand what a spinster meant, or the mortification it causes
my parents, or the scar it leaves on my soul. He wept bitterly the day of my marriage
and promised to make life easier to me. He introduced the world to me through this
small handbag. The freedom of spirit I live within my imaginary world, makes the
prison of flesh with this trivial arrogant man, tolerable.”

After that she started to keep her door slightly open and call me in whenever she felt [
was around. [ would enter and stand behind her watching. If my breath fell over her
neck, she would smile; she would affectionately press my hand when in the middle of
her childish pleasure.

I don’t know why it thrills me when her hand touches mine.

Nejmeh Khalil-Habib
Sydney Australia
July 2005
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