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When Maryam had finished plaiting my hair into two pigtails, she put her 
narniflD Goals finger to her mouth and licked it, then passed it over my eyebrows, moan- 

a na rrator's ing: 'Ah, what eyebrows you have—they're all over the place!' She turned 
point of view 

0evoluois the role 
quickly to my sister and said: 'Go and see if your father's still praying.' 

of pathos or Before I knew it my sister had returned and was whispering 'He's still at it,' 
bathos in a story 

• write a different 
and she stretched out her hands and raised them skywards in imitation of 

ending to a story him. I didn't laugh, nor did Maryam; instead, she took up the scarf from 
prepare a 
research report the chair, put it over her hair and tied it hurriedly at the neck. Then, open- 

ing the wardrobe carefully, she took out her handbag, placed it under her 
arm and stretched out her hands to us. I grasped one and my sister the 

other. We understood that we should, like her, proceed on tiptoe, holding 
our breath as we made our way out through the open front door. As we 
went down the steps, we turned back towards the door, then towards the 
window. Reaching the last step, we began to run, only stopping when the 
lane had disappeared out of sight and we had crossed the road and Maryam 

had stopped a taxi. 
Our behaviour was induced by fear, for today we would be seeing my 

mother for the first time since her separation by divorce from my father. 
He had sworn he would not let her see us, for, only hours after the divorce, 
the news had spread that she was going to marry a man she had been in 
love with before her family had forced her into marrying my father. 

My heart was pounding. This was not from fear or from running but 
was due to anxiety and a feeling of embarrassment about the meeting that 

lay ahead. Though in control of myself and my shyness, 1 knew that I would 
be incapable—however much I tried—of showing my emotions, even to 
my mother; I would be unable to throw myself into her arms and smother 
her with kisses and clasp her head as my sister would do with such spon- 
taneity. I had thought long and hard about this ever since Maryam had 
whispered in my ear—and in my sister's ear—that my mother had come 
from the south and that we were to visit her secretly the following day. 

I began to imagine that I would make myself act exactly as my sister did, 

I 
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that I would stand behind her and imitate her blindly. Yet I know myself: 
I have committed myself to myself by heart. However much I tried to force 
myself, however much I thought in advance about what I should and 
shouldn't do, once I was actually faced by the situation and was standing 
looking down at the floor, my forehead puckered into an even deeper 
frown, I would find I had forgotten what I had resolved to do. Even then, 
though, I would not give up hope but would implore my mouth to break 
into a smile; it would none the less be to no avail. 

When the taxi came to a stop at the entrance to a house, where two 
lions stood on columns of red sandstone, I was filled with delight and 
immediately forgot my apprehension. I was overcome with happiness at 
the thought that my mother was living in a house where two lions stood 
at the entrance. I heard my sister imitate the roar of a lion and I turned to 
her in envy. I saw her stretching up her hands in an attempt to clutch the 
lions. I thought to myself: She's always uncomplicated and jolly, her gaiety 
never leaves her, even at the most critical moments—and here she was, 
not a bit worried about this meeting. 

But when my mother opened the door and I saw her, I found myself 
unable to wait and rushed forward in front of my sister and threw myself 
into her arms. I had closed my eyes and all the joints of my body had 
grown numb after having been unable to be at rest for so long. I took in 
the unchanged smell of her hair, and I discovered for the first time how 
much I had missed her and wished that she would come back and live 
with us, despite the tender care shown to us by my father and Maryam. 
I couldn't rid my mind of that smile of hers when my father agreed to 
divorce her, after the religious sheikh had intervened following her threats 
to pour kerosene over her body and set fire to herself if my father wouldn't 
divorce her. All my senses were numbed by that smell of her, so well pre-
served in my memory. I realized how much I had missed her, despite the 
fact that after she'd hurried off behind her brother to get into the car, 
having kissed us and started to cry, we had continued with the games we 
were playing in the lane outside our house. As night came, and for the 
first time in a long while we did not hear her squabbling with my father, 
peace and quiet descended upon the house—except that is for the weeping 
of Maryam, who was related to my father and had been living with us in 
the house ever since I was born. 
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Smiling, my mother moved me away from her so that she could hug 
and kiss my sister, and hug Maryam again, who had begun to cry. I heard 

her 'Thank 
3 

my mother, who was in tears, say to 	you,' and she wiped her 
tears with her sleeve and looked me and my sister up and down, saying: 
'God keep them safe, how they've sprung up!' She put both arms round 
me, while my sister buried her head in my mother's waist, and we all F 
began to laugh when we found that it was difficult for us to walk like that. 
Reaching the inner room, I was convinced her new husband was inside 
because my mother said, smiling: 'Mahmoud loves you very much and he 
would like it if your father would give you to me so that you can live with 
us and be his children too.' My sister laughed and answered: 'Like that 
we'd have two fathers.' I was still in a benumbed state, my hand placed 
over my mother's arm, proud at the way I was behaving, at having been 
able without any effort to be liberated from myself, from my shackled 
hands, from the prison of my shyness, as I recalled to mind the picture of 
my meeting with my mother, how I had spontaneously thrown myself at 
her, something I had thought wholly impossible, and my kissing her so 
hard I had closed my eyes. 

Her husband was not there. As I stared down at the floor I froze. In 
confusion I looked at the Persian carpet spread on the floor, then gave my 
mother a long look. Not understanding the significance of my look, she 
turned and opened a cupboard from which she threw me an embroidered 
blouse, and moving across to a drawer in the dressing table, she took out 
an ivory comb with red hearts painted on it and gave it to my sister. I stared 
down at the Persian carpet, trembling with burning rage. Again I looked at 

MY mother and she interpreted my gaze as being one of tender longing, so 
she put her arms round me, saying: 'You must come every other day, you 
must spend the whole of Friday at my place.' I remained motionless, wish- 
ing that I could remove her arms from around me and sink my teeth into 
that white forearm. I wished that the moment of meeting could be undone 
and re-enacted, that she could again open the door and I could stand there 
—as I should have done—with my eyes staring down at the floor and my 
forehead in a frown. 

The lines and colours of the Persian carpet were imprinted on my 
memory. I used to lie on it as I did my lessons; I'd be so close to it that I'd 
gaze at its pattern and find it looking like slices of red watermelon repeated 
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over and over again. But when I sat down on the couch, I would see that 

each slice of melon had changed into a comb with thin teeth., The clusters 
of flowers surrounding its four sides were purple coloured. At the begin-
ning of summer my mother would put mothballs on it and on the other 
ordinary carpets and would roll them up and place them on top of the 

cupboard. The room would look stark and depressing until autumn came, 

when she would take them to the roof and spread them out. She would 
gather up the mothballs, most of which had dissolved from the summer's 
heat and humidity, then, having brushed them with a small broom, she'd 

leave them there. In the evening she'd bring them down and lay them out 

where they belonged. I would be filled with happiness as their bright 
colours once again brought the room back to life. This particular carpet, 
though, had disappeared several months before my mother was divorced. 
It had been spread out on the roof in the sun and in the afternoon my 

mother had gone up to get it and hadn't found it. She called my father and 
for the first time I had seen his face flushed with anger. When they came 

down from the roof, my mother was in a state of fury and bewilderment. 
She got in touch with the neighbours, all of whom swore they hadn't 

seen it. Suddenly my mother exclaimed: 'Ilya!' Everyone stood speechless: 
not a word from my father or from my sister or from our neighbours 
Umm Fouad and Abu Salman. I found myself crying out: 'Ilya? Dont say 

such a thing, it's not possible.' 
Ilya was an almost blind man who used to go round the houses of the 

quarter repairing cane chairs. When it came to our turn, I would see him, 
on my arrival back from school, seated on the stone bench outside the 
house with piles of straw in front of him and his red hair glinting in the 
sunlight. He would deftly take up the strands of straw and, like fishes, 

they'd slip through the mesh. I would watch him as he coiled them round 
with great dexterity, then bring them out again until he had formed a cir-
cle of straw for the seat of the chair, just like the one that had been there 
before. Everything was so even and precise: it was as though his hands 
were a machine and I would be amazed at the speed and nimbleness of his 
fingers. Sitting as he did with his head lowered, it looked as though he 
were using his eyes. I once doubted that he could see more than vague 
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F shapes in front of him, so I squatted down and looked into his rosy-red 
face and was able to see his half-closed eyes behind his glasses They had 
in. them a white line that pricked at my heart and sent me hurrying off to 
the kitchen, where I found a bag of dates on the table, and I heaped some 
on aplate and gave them to Ilya. 

I continued to stare at the carpet as the picture of Ilya, red of face and 
hair, appeared to me. I was made aware of his hand as he walked up the 

stairs on his own; of him sitting on his chair, of his bargaining over the 
price for his work, of how he ate and knew that he had finished every-

thing on the plate, of his drinking from the pitcher, with the water flowing 

easily down his throat. Once at midday, having been taught by my father 
that before entering a Muslim house he should say 'Allah' before knocking 
at the door and entering, as a warning to my mother in case she were 

unveiled, my mother rushed at him and asked him about the carpet. He 
made no reply, merely making a sort of sobbing noise. As he walked off, 

he almost bumped into the table and, for the first time, tripped. I went up 
to him and took him by the hand. He knew me by the touch of my hand, 
because he said to me in a half-whisper: 'Never mind, child.' Then he turned 

round to leave. As he bent over to put on his shoes, I thought I saw tears 
on his cheeks. My father didn't let him leave before saying to him: 'Ilya, 

God will forgive you if you tell the truth.' But Ilya walked off, steadying 
himself against the railings. He took an unusually long time as he felt his 
way down the stairs. Then he disappeared from sight and we never saw 

him again. 
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RESPONDING 

Mean/rig 

1. a) Describe the narrator's feelings toward her mother and the secret meeting. 
How does the narrator's comparison of herself with her sister reveal some 
of her inner conflict? 

b) At one point, the narrator states, "I know myself;. I have committed myself 
to myself by heart." Do events in the story support this statement? If not, 
how might this affect the reader's interpretation of future events? 

2. a) Describe the mother's reaction to meeting her children? How does she react 
when the narrator notices the carpet? What might account for her reaction? 

b) In your opinion, is the narrator's view of events at the end of the story reli-
able? Why or why not? Support your views. 

Form and Style 

3. Pathos occurs when an author establishes feelings of sympathy for a character. 
Bathos occurs when the pathos is overworked or excessive. In your opinion, 
what has the author created in her description of Ilya? What role does this play 
in the story? 

4. How does the anecdote about the carpet serve many functions in this story? j 
Consider plot, characterization, and symbolism. 

Creative Extension 

5. Write an ending to the story that reveals how the visit continued after the 
narrator's anger is aroused by the memory of the incident over the carpet. This 
ending should include dialogue between all of the characters present. 

6. Arranged marriages are the norm in many countries and cultures. With a part-
ner, find out more about this practice. How is it viewed by those who practise it? 
How much say do the bride and groom have in their choice of partner? What 
benefits do arranged marriages bring? If possible, interview someone who IS in 
an arranged marriage. Present your findings in a brief report. 
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