


MORIAH
Leon Marks

The hazy orange globe is setting somewhere over Romania. Twilight’s emerging 
sodness anq tranufility are entirely oft op cla,e on my roodocB where a battle op 
wills is sclitting the evening air. Sell is tfgging at my elbowsB cflling me towarq 
herB begging me to qo it. khe’s seateq on the leqgeB her Inees anq peet anq caineq 
brown eyes pa,ing me while her ba,Isiqe pa,es the ocen airB only ,on,rete pofr 
stories below. ; qon’t want to grab herW she ,oflq misqire,t my res,fe into a tragi, 
cfsh.

Ke met last night in AasimcasaB where her jmeri,an looIs stooq oft liIe a 
-ewel in shit. khe’q been sitting on an fcsiqefiqown trash barrelB her sIirt cflleq 
fcB a lit ,igarette between her thfmb anq pore?ngerB her eyeshaqow twinIling 
cfrcle fnqer the street lamc. ;p she’q been TfrIishB ; woflq have qismisseq 
her as a novi,e crostitfteB bft she was jmeri,an anq haq a Iinq pa,eB so her 
cresen,e in one op ;stanbfl’s most qangerofs neighborhooqs at night was too 
cerverse to ignore. jn fnqer,over agentO j lost tofristO j ,rime novelist in neeq 
op inscirationO khe acceareq too yofng to be there aloneB anq ; pelt crote,tive 
instin,ts rising in my gft. Un,e she lo,Ieq glan,es with meB these instin,ts 
be,ame ines,acable waves. Esing my sloccyB selpfitafght HnglishB ; introqf,eq 
myselp. ffler qetermineq stare battleq with her shyness. Khen she ?nally scoIeB 
her worqs were mf“eq anq only halpfiintelligible to my TfrIish brainB bft the 
sensfal voi,e that scilleq prom between those clfmc lics stimflateq me ufite 
?er,ely. ; tolq her my name was ;brahimB anq she seemeq ,harmeq by that. Khen 
; asIeq what she was qoing thereB she saiq she was a stfqent anq that was all. khe 
smileq at her ,oynessB then tof,heq my porearmB then stroIeq it liIe it was the 
?rst time she’q pelt a man. 

”Khat qo ; ,all yofOM ; asIeq.
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”Sell.M

”SellOM

”;t’s a,tfally ;sabellaB bft ; shorten it por men ; liIe.M

; asIeq her ip Sell meant ”beaftipflM anq she saiq she qiqn’t Inow.

—y wipe’s nameYfflanqeYmeans smile. Jears agoB this label was cerpe,t por sf,h 
a haccy sofl. khe awoIe every morning to a lipe op cossibility. ffoy polloweq her 
into any room she entereq. ffler lafgh was a bfrst op lipe. ffler breastB where ; 
lay my heaq at nightB was warm anq hocepfl. The smiles paqeqB howeverB when 
we haq trofble ,on,eiving a ,hilqW they vanisheq when the qo,tor tolq her she 
haq no ,han,e. khe qoesn’t ,ry every qay anymoreB bft ; still hear the sobs. 
They’re always thereB her trafma engraveq on my minq. The sfNering op fflanqe 
wasYisOYfnliIe the sfNering op other women. ffler light haq been so bright that 
its absen,e was qeaqening. kaqness lives with fs nowB even ip more ufietlyB in 
the acartment -fst oN TaIsim kufareB where we qress ea,h morningB qazeq by 
emctinessB bepore she leaves por her -ob at the banIB anq ; leave por the cro,essing 
clant. j pew months agoB the qo,tor removeq any hoce por invitro pertilizationB 
sfggesting we ,onsiqer sfrroga,y ip we haq the reufireq ?nan,ial sfmB whi,h we 
qiqn’t. 

; want ,hilqren. ; am a man prom a large pamily. —y ?ve olqer brothers have 
twenty ,hilqren in total. fflanqe Inows this very wellB anq Inows the shame op 
,hilqlessness in ;slamB whi,h is why she accroa,heq me a pew weeIs agoB liIe a 
sleecwalIer with ,oNee cot in hanqB anq oNereq to share me with another wipe. 
Poboqy haq to Inow. Gerhacs only this ,oflq be less cainpfl por her than qivor,e. 
khe saiq we ,oflq even move to the HmiratesB where it’s legal. khe sfggesteq ; 
,oflq marry an jmeri,an woman anq share my time between two ,ontinentsW 
this is the lipe an olq prienq op my pamily arrangeq por him. kin,e fflanqe ,annot 
give me a sonB she insteaq gave me her blessing. ; shfsheq herB anq ; haven’t 
thofght aboft it sin,e.
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Flory Se.

Ufr Lather.

fflail —aryB pfll op gra,eB the xorq is with theeB blesseq is the prfit op thy wombB 
ffesfs

ffloly —aryB mother op FoqB cray por fs sinnersB now anq at the hofr op ofr qeath. 
jmen.

Lofr times more.

Flory Se.

Ufr Lather.

Un anq on anq on.

—y granqmother haq assigneq me the rosary every morning anq every nightB bft 
; never really minqeq be,afse it gave my boqy a s,heqfleB a Ineeling cosition 
twi,e a qayB anq a Iinq op rhythm that my minq neeqeqB esce,ially that ?rst 
year ader ;’q moveq in with her anq my granqpather. ; was only siCB bft it 
wasn’t long bepore ; learneq the crayers byheart. ;’q been enrolleq in a (atholi, 
elementary s,hool ader my carents qieq.)—y pather was still aliveB bft not to me.V 
; qiqn’t remember mf,h aboft my lipe bepore this. Uver the neCt pew yearsB my 
minq be,ame in,reasingly heavy anq tireq in a blfr op horrible thofghtsB so the 
qis,icline prom the nfns was wel,omeW they Iect my minq prom wanqering too 
par or rfminating too long bepore ,alling on me in ,lass or rfshing me towarq 
the ,hacel right bepore lfn,h. ;t also helceq me po,fs on my stfqies. ;n ninth 
graqeB ; pofnq ,hfr,h history interestingB esce,ially how every element op ,hfr,h 
ar,hite,tfre symbolizeq something imcortant. ; also loveq the pa,e op the 1irgin. 
Un art. Un cor,elain. Un the ,over op the missal. k,rictfreB on the other hanqB 
boreq meB anq ; avoiqeq reaqing the Sible with its stfNy Aing ffames langfage anq 
la,I op peeling.
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Khatever the nfns qiqn’t tea,h me at s,hoolB my granqmotherB anq o,,asionally 
my granqpatherB ?lleq in at home. —y granqmother was a paileq nfn. khe haq 
liveq at a ,onvent when she was 8!B bft qe,iqeqB ader angfisheq inqe,isionB that 
Foq haqn’t ,alleq her ader all. ;nsteaqB ffle wanteq her to have a ,hilqB anq in 
orqer to qo thatB she haq to ?nq a hfsbanq. koB she marrieq my granqpatherB 
who was always so Iinq to me. ffle scoIe sodlyB esce,ially when my granqmother 
was in the same roomB anq he loveq claying ,hess anq ,ribbageB so we qiq that 
a lotB esce,ially on the weeIenqs. Ke liveq in a small hofse with a s,reeneqfiin 
cor,h that oNereq a canorami, view op the birq peeqers anq birq baths lining the 
ba,Iyarq pen,eB so that cor,h be,ame ofr game room where my granqpather anq 
; conqereq ofr neCt moves to the mfsi, op ?n,hes anq ,arqinals.

—y granqcarents haqn’t attenqeq my mother’s weqqing be,afse the man she 
marrieqYmy patherYwas a ffew. Kith so many (atholi, boys in townB my granqfi
mother haq qisaccroveq ?er,ely. ffle wasn’t even a wealthy ffew. khe might have 
tolerateq a ffewish qo,tor or even a ffewish s,holarB bft a ffewish gooqfiporfinothfi
ing with a sufareq -aw anq thi,IB sloccy mfsta,he was aboft as qisgra,epfl 
as hfsbanqs ,ameB so she’q saiq. khe believeq my mother haq marrieq him 
oft op lfst or scite. khe believeq all women were lfstpfl anq scitepflB not -fst 
her qafghter anq granqqafghterB bft all the pemale boqies that haq ,ome anq 
gone with their wi,Ieq minqs sin,e Hve. Khen my mother tolq them she might 
,onvert to fffqaism )not be,afse he qemanqeq itB bft be,afse she wanteq toVB my 
granqcarents qiqn’t sceaI to her por months. That was bepore ; was born. ; never 
learneq ip she’q gone throfgh with the ,onversionW in pa,tB ; qon’t remember my 
mother being religiofs at all. Sft ; remember my pather’s paithW he was wholly 
religiofsW Foq bfrneq in his eyes.

;n high s,hoolB ; bel,heq preufently be,afse ; ,oflqn’t helc it. They starteq 
when my pather went awayB anq they tasteq how ; assfmeq coison woflq taste. ; 
,onstantly pelt liIe ; haq ,orrosive a,iq in my stoma,h anq on o,,asion it ,rawleq 
fc my throat so ufi,Ily that ; ,oflqn’t sfccress the afqible coc. The nfns never 
slacceq me por it be,afse they weren’t alloweq to qo that anymoreB bft they 
slacceq me in a nonfichysi,al wayB metachori,allyB with their reqqeneq glan,es 
anq stern worqs. 
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”Fet to a qo,torBM kister (ynthia shofteq at me on,e. ”j stoma,h qo,torflM ; 
never wentB bft ; worIeq on my sIills op resisting anq ,on,ealing the bfrcs. 
They ,ame par less preufently at homeB crobably be,afse my granqpather was 
there to Ieec me ,alm. Entil ; was nineteen. ; haq scent my preshman year 
,ommfting to ,ollege anq telling my granqmother ; was bfsy with s,hool ,lfbs 
anq so,ializingB whi,h was an eC,fse to eCclore the shaqows op the ,ity alone. Sft 
my granqpather’s sfqqen absen,e in the scring was too mf,h to bear. The little 
bit op cea,e in the hofse was gone. The ,ribbage boarq was gone. ; beggeq my 
,ollege por a slot in the stfqy abroaq crogram por pallB anq they obligeqB crobably 
oft op symcathy. —y mother haq led me some moneyB pflly a,,essible now that 
; was 8!B so ; pfnqeq the tric myselp. ; qiqn’t tell my granqmother till the qay ; 
led in miqfifffly. Entil thenB she haq o,,fcieq her time berating meYgriep haq 
intensi?eq her ,onstant -fqgmentYanq issfeq warnings liIe enemy grenaqes. 
(ollege boys want yofr virginity. Goor graqes will rfin yofr lipe. The xorq Inows 
whenever yof have an fn,haritable thofght. ; Iect fc with crayer anq the rosaryB 
bft only be,afse ; wanteq to. The qay ; ledB she crotesteq wilqlyB then ,rieq 
qesceratelyB then tolq me never to ,ome ba,I. Fooq. That haq been the clan.

; was no longer bfrcing. That reffieC haq sfbsiqeqB the a,iq recla,eq by toba,,o 
anq al,ohol as soon as we lanqeq in Hfroce.

The eC,hange crogram haq sent me to a sister ,ollege in 1iennaB where ; was 
to share an oNfi,amcfs acartment with an ;ranian stfqent nameq jzitaB who 
also arriveq early to scenq cart op the sfmmer in jfstria. jzita pell into a habit 
op s,reaming in my ear aboft the grotesufeness op catriar,hyYwiqescreaq anq 
obviofs in the —iqqle HastB sfbtle bft more insiqiofs in the KestB esce,ially 
the Eniteq ktates. khe tolq me how aggressive anq qomineering the men are in 
;ranB how violent they ,oflq be anq how it was ,onqoneq by the law. khe tolq 
me stories op women in kafqi jrabia who were stoneq to qeath or ha,Ieq to 
cie,es be,afse they were pofnq to have haq seCB a woman in TfrIey who was 
rfn over by her boyprienq por looIing at another manB a woman in Hgyct who was 
mfrqereq by her hfsbanq’s brothers be,afse she tolq the coli,e he haq raceq 
their qafghter.
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Khen ; led por TfrIeyB ; qiqn’t tell her where ; was going. ;t was the weeI bepore 
the semester starteqB anq ; sfsce,teq ; might never ,ome ba,I. ; scent two qays 
in ;stanbflB mostly qrinIing anq smoIing in Seyoglf at nightB wat,hing what ; haq 
eCce,teq to be a ,lash op eastern anq western men on ;stiIlal jvenfeB bft what 
tfrneq oft to be mostly yofng qrfnI TfrIs. ; wasn’t ,ertain what ; was looIing 
porB bft ; Inew ; wasn’t ?nqing it here where the cropessionals anq pamilies 
,ongregateq. koB ; starteq eCcloring the eqges op the ,ityB the river qo,IsB the 
siqe streetsB the ba,I alleysB the qilaciqateq mosufes that tofrists avoiqeq. That’s 
where ; pofnq him.

Flory Se.

Ufr Lather.

The neCt adernoon ; ci,Ieq fc Sell anq we qrove ninety minftes to my pamily’s 
acartment in the ,entral sufare op SanmitB a small town on the Sla,I kea sfrfi
rofnqeq by hills. j mere two roomsB it’s been in my pamily por generationsB fseq 
not as a va,ation getawayB qescite its seasiqe lo,ationB bft as a bfsiness hotel 
por my brothers anq me when we neeqeq to negotiate with the meat sfccliers. 
; tfrneq to gafge her eCcression in the cassenger’s seat when we ,ame fcon 
the o,ean op reqW it was liIe caint ,oating the siqewalIsB the carIing lotsB the 
pofnqations op bfilqingsB in,lfqing mine. khe wasn’t pazeqW in pa,tB she looIeq 
eC,iteq. UverheaqB the birqs op crey shrieIeq warnings as we walIeq prom the 
,ar. js fsfal on peast qaysB the rawB heavy s,ent op ,arveq ffiesh was battling with 
the ,hemi,al solvents. 

”Toqay is Hiq alfijqhaBM ; saiq on,e we entereq the poyer. ; eCclaineq that the req 
was the blooq op lambs. The whole neighborhooqYthe whole townB in pa,tYwas 
a meat townB a lamb townB home to TfrIey’s bft,hersB anq the maIeshid slafghfi
terhofses along the siqewalIs were a ,ommon sight on qays liIe this.
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jder a glass op laki, anq very little ,onversationB ; ,oflqn’t stanq it anymore. ; laiq 
her on the ffioor anq cflleq oN her jmeri,an blfe -eans anq fnqercants. ; qiqn’t 
want to ,ome a,ross as a beast. ;’m not a beast. Sft this girlB this ;sabellaB bloomeq 
with yofth anq pertilityW she haq the saq pa,e op a qoll bft the eager boqy op a 
whore. Hven fflanqe Inew ; reufireq this. ;p fflanqe were hereB she’q tfrn awayB 
bft she’q fnqerstanq. Sell haq oNereq me her boqy by ,oming hereB haq oNereq 
me yofng motherhooqB so ; tfrneq her onto all pofrs anq got behinq herB lideq 
her so her rib ,age hooIeq against the raqiatorB anq we ,oflq both see oft the 
winqow anq qrinI in the ,rimson gra ti prom the slafghter op the sheec. khe 
groaneq cainpfllyB bft leaneq parther porwarq anq tosseq her hair. ; thrfst behinq 
herB pelt her breastsB anq ceeleq her blofse fc anq over her heaq. Khen ; saw 
the s,ars on her shoflqerB ; cafseqB bft only por a pew se,onqsB -fst long enofgh 
por her to writhe fnqer me eagerly. The s,ars were largeB bft not recflsive. —y 
crote,tive instin,ts shot throfgh me all over again.

Khen we were ?nisheqB we both saw the blooq. khe qiqn’t accear embarrasseq 
eCa,tlyB bft she stareq anq conqereq it. The qrocs were qarIer than all the req 
oftsiqeB more liIe qarI brown. —aybe she was qisaccointeq it wasn’t brighter. 
Ur maybe she was qisaccointeq in me. 

”jre yof oIayOM ; asIeq. khe noqqeq. 

; cflleq her towarq me anq enpolqeq her boqy into mine. ; Iisseq the ba,I op her 
ne,I gently to reassfre her that ;’m not a beast. 

”Khere qiq this ,ome promOM ; asIeqB tof,hing her leathereq shoflqer. 

khe rea,heq behinq anq cflleq me ,loser while ar,hing her ba,I anq ticcing her 
heaq anq hair ba,I so her lics resteq ,lose to my ear.

”Toqay’s a qay op sa,ri?,eB isn’t itOM
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Hven thofgh the blasts were lofq anq shooI the wallsB it was his pootstecs that 
proze me with pear. —y room was cit,h bla,I anq ; ,oflq see no light fnqer 
the qoorB so he was qoing it in the qarI. They slect a,ross the hallYin secarate 
beqsYso only two walls secarateq me prom the shots. ; qiqn’t have to wonqer 
what it was. kome ceocleB their minqs still sleecyB might have sfsce,teq a ,ar 
ba,I?ringB or even an irresconsible hfnter way too ,lose to the hofse. ; was only 
siC years olqB bft ; qiqn’t have to wonqer at allW ; Inew instantly he was Iilling 
her. 

That’s not to say ; eCce,teq it. Kho woflq ever eCce,t their pather to fse a 
hfnting riffie on their mother in the miqqle op the nightO Kho woflq ever eCce,t 
to hear siC shotsB the gfn ,o,Ieq reliably ader ea,hB liIe an eCtremely slow 
mfsi,al beatB at pofr o’,lo,I in the morningO Poboqy woflq eCce,t thatB bft ; 
sfccose ; haq. ffle’q wanteq me qeaq prom the moment she’q tolq him ; was 
growing insiqe her. —y granqmother tolq me all this later. khe saiq that was when 
their ?ghting haq starteqB ader my ,on,ection. ffle was many years olqer than she 
wasB alreaqy in his ?dies at that cointB anqB besiqesB my mother haq been tolq 
she ,oflqn’t ,on,eiveB that she was barren be,afse op a fterine abnormality. —y 
pather Inew this early onW he’q signeq fc por a ,hilqless marriage. koB ; was ufite 
a sho,I. 

j,,orqing to my granqpatherB my mother haq lafgheq when she ?rst tolq them 
she was cregnantW she herselp haq ,onsiqereq it imcossible. —y patherB howeverB 
qiqn’t lafgh at all. ffle qemanqeq an abortionB a crocosal whi,h accarently my 
mother haq ,onsiqereqB bft fltimately re-e,teqB maybe be,afse it was a mortal 
sinB or maybe be,afse by then she haq starteq to love me. ffle ,ontinfeq to 
qemanq my termination. Khen she repfseqB he tooI matters into his own hanqsB 
a,,orqing to my granqmother. ffle cfsheq my mother qown the stairs in an 
attemct to Iill meB resflting in a pra,tfreq Inee anq scraineq anIle bft no qeaq 
baby. —y mother qenieq that he cfsheq herB saiq the blame shoflq be cla,eq on 
her own ,lfmsinessB bft that was every battereq woman’s eC,fseB a,,orqing to 
my granqmother. D

The gfnshots haq shaIen the hofseB bft what ; most remembereq were his 
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pootstecs. They haq a ,aqen,e between the shots. khoot. (o,I. ktecs. khoot. 
(o,I. ktecs. ; woflq later learn that he haq walIeq prom one siqe op the beq to 
the other between shots. j shot prom the led siqe op the beqB then a shot prom 
the right siqeB then another prom the ledB anq soon. —y mother’s sIfll was led 
with siC holesB three on ea,h siqe. 

Hven more ce,fliar was the qarInessW he haqn’t tfrneq on a single light. ffle haq 
never hfnteq or even owneq a gfnYhe’q cfr,haseq the riffie eCcressly por this 
cerporman,eYso it was sfrcrising that he’q hit his targetB her heaqB every time 
qescite a la,I op light. kiC bfllets anq siC holes in the sIfll. fflaq it been clain lf,IO 
fflaq nervofsness somehow honeq his marIsmanshicO fflaq Foq temcorarily 
enqoweq him with the cre,ision he neeqeq to get the -ob qoneO

khoot.

(o,I.

ktecs.

jnq on anq on.

—y ?rst slafghter was that qog sni ng arofnq ofr hofse por a year. ;’q been 
peeqing her hiqes every qayB so she ,ame to view me as her masterB anq ; ,ame 
to view her as my cet. Une katfrqayB Saba haq qe,iqeq the qog was sfNering 
prom ,an,erB whi,h was the lie he fseq to tea,h me that animals anq love are 
in,omcatible. ; still hear the qog’s whines as Saba helq him qown. ffle showeq me 
where to insert the Inipe to get a ,lean ,ft op the -fgflar. js the blooq tri,IleqB 
he tafght me to cfll the heaq ba,I to screaq the vertebraeB then insert the blaqe 
to ,ft the scinal ,orq. Kithin se,onqsB the qog went limc anq qrocceq to the 
grofnq. —y little brotherB RayanB haq been wat,hing the whole time. ffle was 
inqignant.
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; ,rieq all adernoonB not be,afse ;’q Iilleq the qogB bft be,afse op the voi,e that 
haq whiscereq to me while ; was qoing it. The message was eternalB bft the voi,e 
was meant por me -fst at that moment. ;t saiq with absolfte ,ertaintyB ”ffahannam 
is real.M fflell. That was the cla,e where all —fslims enqeq fcB a,,orqing to 
Rayan on,e he was ,omportable in his acostasy. Three years agoB he pormally 
re-e,teq —ohammaq anq ffieq to ;talyB where he pan,ieq himselp some Iinq op 
(hristian crochetB all new revelations palling prom the sIyB prom FoqB entering 
anq eCcanqing his minq to the coint op mental eChafstion. The last time ; 
scoIe with him by telechoneB only a pew month sader he’q ledB he repfseq to 
share his qivine revelations with me anq swore me to se,re,y with regarq to his 
whereabofts. 

Lor a virginB Sell qiqn’t seem s,areq or embarrasseq or even carti,flarly eC,iteq 
aboft having haq seC. EsfallyB when a man anq woman are together liIe thisB seC 
is the qestinationB bft it pelt liIe Sell saw the seC as merely a crelfqe to something 
more ,onseufential. The seC wasn’t the ?nal a,tO khe looIeq at me eCce,tantly 
prom the sopaB the cerpe,t ,frves op her breasts at oqqs with the twisting vines 
op her s,ars. Ke maintaineq eye ,onta,t por a whileB as ip we were both seeIing 
assfran,e that this was realB that we were real. xiIe qfring crayerB when the 
mosufe is silent anq another man maIes eye ,onta,t with meB anq maybe we 
both peel a sense op qreaq in ofr ,on,entration. Ke both Inow there’s a ,han,e 
all op this is meaninglessB that we’re behaving liIe poolsB that jllah isn’t listeningB 
or never was. 

j moment laterB ; -oineq Sell on the sopa anq lit two ,igarettes. ffler boqy was still 
misteq with sweatB her pa,e sfllen anq newly ,hilqish on,e the ,igarette was in 
cla,e between her lics. ; was sfrcriseqYmaybe qisaccointeqYby the absen,e 
op tattoos ,arveq into her ffiesh. jll jmeri,an women haq tattoosB ;’q been tolq. 
(an s,ar tissfe withstanq a tattoo artist’s neeqlesO

”jre yof oIayOM ; asIeq. ”; meanB how are yof peelingOM 

”LineBM she saiqB then ,overeq her mofth to mf“e a bel,hB whi,h reminqeq me 
op my brotherB who eufateq bel,hes with the release op evil. Kas she evilO fflaq 
; introqf,eq evil to her boqyO Kas my aqfltery more or less porgivable than my 
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brother’s acostasyO 2iq he qeserve total ostra,ism while ; sat here in the sweaty 
scoils op illi,it loveO 

”Khy meOM ; asIeq. Pot to the heavensB bft to her.

khe tfrneq ,oylyB stfqieq my pa,eB ,aresseq my earYfntrimmeq this mornfi
ingYanq saiqB ”Jof ,alleq to me.M

”; qiqOM 

”Jof anq those Iiller green eyes. Jof ,alleq me with those Iiller eyes.M

ffler attention on my eyes anq ears was shortfiliveqB howeverB as the ,lf,Is op 
,hi,Iens saileq throfgh the ocen winqow on the occosite wallB the one ocen to 
the rear anq overlooIing the ,oocs. khe cointeq fcwarq. 

”;s there a roopOM

”Up ,ofrse.M

”(an we goOM khe stooq fcB her ass ,overeq in req streaIs. fflaq ; sma,Ieq that 
harqO ; qiqn’t liIe the roop iqeaB bft it haq a waistfihigh leqge arofnq the cerimeter 
anq the neighborhooq haq been abanqoneq toqayW the bft,hers were peasting 
in the hills with their pamilies. ; walIeq to the beqroomB qresseq anq tfggeq the 
sheet oN the beq. Khen ; retfrneqB she was alreaqy in the hall. khe was nfqe. 
; met her thereB where we haq to ,limb one ffiight op stairs to a steel qoor. ; 
qraceq the sheet arofnq her shoflqersB qescite her halpfihearteq eNorts to resistB 
anq cflleq fc a ,orner to ,over her hair. Khen ; shoveq against the steelB its 
s,ree,hing yawn gave way to the orange hal,yon sIy. 

Un the roopB whi,h was ffiat anq qirtyB her sheet nearly blew oN as she ra,eq to 
the eqge. khe cla,eq her hanqs on the leqge anq tooI in the view op the Sla,I 
keaB whi,h haq been invisible at street level. ;ts bla,Iish water ,frqleq nearly a 
mile awayB not mf,h parther than the GinI —osufeB the seasiqe mosufe attenqeq 
by my patherB anq his patherB anq stret,hing pofr generations ba,IB the mosufe 
where o,,asional qofbtsB liIe ghostsB es,aceq my heart anq tacceq on a nearby 
shoflqerB the mosufe that too oden smelleq liIe qirty peet be,afse the ablftion 
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pofntain’s water cressfre ffif,tfateq with the seasons.

”kee that minaretOM ; cointeq to the cinI towerB anq she polloweq with her eyes. 
”—y pamily has worshiceq there por many generations.M

Ke were pofr stories highB sfrrofnqeq on three siqes by fgly roodocsB qirty anq 
qilaciqateq. 

Rayan is qeaq now. ;’m almost sfre op it. ffle never choneq me again. Un,eB ; 
brofght fc his name qfring a holiqay with my fn,les anq brothers. Ke’q gone 
?shing on the seaB no ,hilqren alloweqB anq several op fs haq ,ongregateq at the 
stern. ; shareq a memory op RayanB anqB even with the wavesB ; ,oflq peel the 
sfqqen harqening op boqies. —y elqest fn,le shooI his heaq anq saiqB simclyB 
”Po.M ; cfsheq a little bitB anq asIeq where Rayan might beW two more fn,les 
glareq at me. ; woflqn’t have brofght fc my brother ip my pather haq been 
cresentB bft even my fn,les’ rea,tions were a sho,I.

”That boy is goneBM the elqest haq saiq. ”Lorget his name.M

(oflq there have been gfilt in his voi,eB or in the qisaccointeq stares op the 
othersO En,les are the enpor,ers op the moral ,oqe op ;slam. They taIe acostasy 
seriofsly. 

ffle wasn’t qone. ; Inew it wasn’t going to enq with my motherB even bepore he’q 
stecceq prom their blooqfisoaIeq beqroom into the hallway. ffle was ,oming por 
me. ffle ,oflqn’t get me siC years earlierB so he was getting me now. ; was the 
bfrqen he haq to qis,arqB the sfrcrise he haq to porget. This beq was -fst another 
womb. JetB the cerpe,t aim op his ,rime a,ross the hall haqn’t polloweq him. 
Peither op fs Inew at the timeB bft it tfrneq oft he’q misseq both my heaq anq 
my heart.

Khen the qeeqs were qoneB he qiqn’t taIe his own lipe. This cfzzleq me be,afse 
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so many shootersB ; later learneqB shoot themselves as a Iinq op ,oqaB esce,ially 
when the vi,tims are scofses anq immeqiate pamily. Khy haq he scareq himselpO 
; pormflateq theories in the months anq years aderwarqB bft that was -fst to Ieec 
my minq alive. ; Inew the answer. Foq haq ,ommanqeq him to Iill fs. There’s 
no neeq por shame when yofr a,tions gloripy Foq.

Lor at least the ?rst year ader moving in with my granqmotherB she’q ,frseq him 
qaily por not blowing his own brains oft tooB por being alive fcstate. khe qiqn’t 
want him in a ,ell op steel anq ,on,rete. khe wanteq his boqy bfrieq in the grofnq 
anq his sofl tortfreq in fflellB anq she never on,e trieq to soden that wish por my 
bene?t. —y granqpather rarely talIeq aboft his griepB bft he preufently eC,fseq 
himselp prom ofr ,ribbage games to leave the room anq ,ry. The three op fs 
crayeq the rosary together. Ke saiq gra,e bepore every mealB holqing hanqs anq 
bowing ofr heaqs. Ke sang hymns. ”Un Hagles’ KingsM was always my pavorite. 
Ke stareq fc to heaven as ip we’q written the lyri,s esce,ially por my mother. 
The criest qrocceq by por cie anq ,oNee some adernoons. ffle haq a mfsta,he 
anq always winIeq at me prom a,ross the table as ip that’s what grieving little girls 
eCce,teq prom visiting criests. ; qiqn’t liIe him. Pot be,afse he was a criestW ; 
love criests. Sft be,afse op that mfsta,he. —y pather haq the same one.

kenior year op high s,hool is when ; pofnq myselp qrawn to the riverB the ciers 
where the most evil seemeq to qwell in ofr saq little ,ity. ;’q resear,heq whi,h 
neighborhooqs haq the highest rates op assaflt anq mfrqer. ;’q qrocceq by the 
most cocflofs bars at the most cocflofs interse,tionsB where most catrons 
arriveq aloneB even ip they’q eCce,teq not to leave that way. ; qresseq sIimcilyB 
smileq at menB anq learneq where qrfgs were transa,teq anq visiteq those bfilqfi
ingsB cretenqing to have money. ; trieq to start ?ghtsB saiq ;’q ,all the ,ocs ip they 
qiqn’t give me the stfN por pree. ; asIeq whi,h ,orners were best por hooIers anq 
cretenqeq to sell my ffiesh. Khen a man aqvan,eq me ,ash throfgh his cassenger 
siqe winqowB ; walIeq away anq lafgheq. ;nsteaq op ,hasing meB he sceq oN. ; 
asIeq a girl how many crostitftes are Iilleq in this area every year. khe wiqeneq 
her eyesB shooI her heaqB anq waveq me away. jnother girl ,alleq me a csy,ho 
anq sfggesteq ; try online.
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—y beq haq be,ome a cfqqle op sweat. The ba,I op my heaq was against the fgly 
oaI heaqboarq. ffle was stanqing at the poot op the beq with the mfzzle siC peet 
away prom my eyes. That mfsta,he was visible in the glow op the night lightB whi,h 
was clfggeq in -fst above the baseboarq to my siqe. fflis brown eyes weren’t ufite 
visible to meB bft the twinIles were. The twinIles were his tearsB anq the night 
light haq ,afght them too. The twinIles were shaIing be,afse his whole boqy 
was shaIing. Jet he wasn’t cflling the trigger. ; ,oflq smell ,igarette smoIeYthe 
s,ent haq always lingereq on him por hofrsYbft ; still ,oflqn’t maIe oft his 
eCcression. ffle was waiting por somethingB almost liIe he was eCce,ting someone 
to interrfct.

jder the ?rst bfllet cfn,tfreq my shoflqerB my boqy shooI preneti,allyB anq the 
heaqboarq bangeq against the wall. —y boqy ,ommen,eq a seizfreB liIe when 
yof bang yofr ?nger really harq in a qoor anq Ieec shaIing yofr hanq in the air to 
avoiq the worst op the cain. ; believe ; s,reameqB bft to this qay ; still qon’t Inow 
por sfre. Khen the seizfre stocceqB the bfrning began. Pot liIe ?re bfrningB bft 
liIe a,iq insiqeB those pftfre bel,hes biting at my organs anq coIing at my ba,I 
anq shoflqer anq arm. ;t’s cossible my teeth were ,hattering. ; haq no ,ontrol 
anymoreW the bfrning was too mf,h por my little boqy to eCcerien,e ,ons,iofsly. 
; haq to pall into sleec be,afse sleec was my only ,han,e to ,oce. ; have to sleec. 
Sft ip ; pall asleecB ;’ll pall oNB ;’ll pall ba,Iwarq anq lanq on the cavement anq it 
will be all my pafltB not his.

”SellflM

Un,e ;’ve shaIen her awaIeB two saq eyes qrooc qown to pa,e me as her 
sheetfis,arpeq heaq tilts prom one siqe to the other anq ba,I againB as ip blowing 
in the winq.

”Khat are yof qoingOM ; shoft carentally. 
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khe blinIs both eyes anq stares into mine. Une op her breasts ceeIs oft prom 
behinq the lolling sheet. khe taIes my hanqs anq cla,es them on her ,hest.

”GleaseBM she whiscers. ;t’s a clea por me to qo something that only ; ,an qo right 
nowB right at this moment on this emcty roop in this emcty neighborhooqB the 
Sla,I kea hfmming in the qistan,e. Unly one op fs Inows what she wants. That’s 
what ; tell myselp as ; sufint anq shaIe my heaq cfrcosepflly in an eNort to accear 
cfzzleq. Sft ; qo Inow what she wants.

”Glease whatOM

khe noqs. khe Inows ; Inow. 

”;brahim. ;’q rather not beg.M

”PoflM ; remove my hanqsB bft she grascs one op my porearms with almost sfcerfi
hfman strength. khe leans into me prom her seat on the leqge. 

”Glease qo itBM she says. ”;’m not sfccoseq to be here. This was never sfccoseq 
to haccen.M

”Khat are yof talIing aboftOM

”; was sfccoseq to qie. That’s his clan. ;t’s always beenB anq it mfst be ?nisheq. 
;’ve been here too long.M

khe steers my hanqs ba,I to her ,hestB bft ; yanI them away.

”;’m not qoing thatBM ; shoftB genfinely angry. ”Jof ,an’t qo this tome. Jof want 
to maIe me a mfrqererOM

”;t’s the only wayBM she says ufietly. ”;t will looI liIe ; -fmceq. That’s all yof have 
to say.M

khe looIs at the bfilqing to ofr rightB anq then at the hofse to ofr ledB anq then 
the bfilqing a,ross the street. —y eyes pollow hers in all qire,tions. ;p there’s a 
hfman pa,e in any op these winqowsB then we’re both alreaqy in qanger. j naIeq 
girl in a sheet oftsiqe por all to see. Sft there are no hfman pa,esB anq we both 
Inow that. There’s not a single heartbeat in this bleeqing neighborhooq besiqes 
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ofr own.

”; ,an’t qo it myselpBM she says. ”;t’s a sin. ;’q be ,onqemneq por eternity.M

This timeB my cfzzleq eCcression is genfine. ; shaIe my heaq slowly while sofnq 
eCits my mofthB a steaqy mfmbling sofnq that is telling both op fs no. khe’s fsing 
me. khe wanteq to pf,I at least on,e bepore she qieq. PowB she wants that same 
pf,I to cfsh her. 

”j sin por yof tooB ; InowBM she saysB paintly smiling in a sfrreal attemct at emcathy. 
”Sft a lipetime to recent.M

”This is wrongB SellBM ; tell her anq cla,e my hanq sapely on her shoflqer.

”fflow ,an it be wrong when it’s what ffle wantsOM

”ffleOM

khe’s ?nisheq talIing. khe raises her bare peet to the leqge anq heaves herselp 
to a stanqing cosition. ffler ?vefipeetfitall boqy now pflly vflnerable to the tfg op 
a sfqqen gale that ,oflq qroc her to the cavement belowB she looIs qown at 
my siqe op the leqgeB qown at meB her sheet blowing in the evening breezeB her 
eyes cleaqing. ffler pa,e accears less cale in the eveningB oqqlyB the enpolqing 
qarIness imbfes her sIin with more ,olor. ; Inow nothing aboft this girlB bft 
she is sfNering. khe’s s,arreq more brftally insiqe than her shoflqer ,oflq ever 
reveal to me. khe is someone’s ,hilqB someone who may love herB may hate herB 
bft she’s a ,hilq. Ke all are.

js she crays alofqY”Slesseq are the prfit op thy wombMYshe tfrns so ; ,an hfg 
her arofnq her IneesB bft par too abrfctlyB she almost bf,Iles anq palls. ; embra,e 
her liIe she’s the last tree on earth anq ; neeq to Ieec her pflly rooteq here. —f,h 
to my sfrcriseB my eyes are croqf,ing tearsB whi,h blfr her image when ; looI 
fc. khe tof,hes the toc op my heaq anq stroIes itB then smiles saqlyB her pa,e 
enveloceq by the sheet liIe a heaq s,arp that glows white in the qarI. 

”;t’s timeBM she whiscers qown to me. The tiqiest shove will senq her to qeathB bft 
will save her prom qamnation. khe’s rightB ; have a lipetime to ?nq salvation. khe 
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asIs this op me as a gid. ;n qeath she might ?nq my beaftipfl brotherB who ,an 
assfre her that ; was not a beastB or my beloveq fflanqeB whose boqy still walIs 
the earthB bft whose sofl has gone on aheaq. Khere is all the lipeO

Sell eCtenqs her arms oft to her siqes anq tilts ba,I her heaq to ?nq the bla,I 
heavens aboveY”Pow anq at the hofr op ofr qeathMYkhe shids her weight 
ba,IwarqB oftwarqB so that ip ; let goB she’ll clfmmet. The sheet sliqes oN her 
,rf,iporm boqy anq ffioats away liIe a ghost into the night. khe now stanqs naIeq 
anq waitingB trfsting me to qo as she asIs. The shove will have to be harqB 
qeliberate enofgh to ufalipy as ,ertain mfrqer. 

The song op adhan soars into the night. The mfezzin’s voi,e begins its tenor 
,hantB whi,h sofnqs abnormally lofq fc here on the roop. This is the mosufe’s 
?nal ,all to crayer. The last op the light is gone. ;t heightens my senses as it always 
qoes. Sell’s legs have tighteneq slightlyB the melismati, ,all prom the minaret an 
fnwel,ome interrfction to the tasI at hanq. To reassfre herB ; loosen my grasc 
arofnq her IneesB anq ; give her a sod Iiss on her lower bellyB whi,h has pa,eq 
my eyes this whole time. Khen my lics cfll ba,IB ; glan,e fcwarq to maIe sfre 
she’s reaqyB the ,all vibrating lofqly in the airB swirling all arofnq ofr roodoc 
trageqyB anq that’s when the qome op bright white stars be,omes visible throfgh 
my tears anq her crayers anq her sfNering. The townB the seaB the entire clanet 
are en,loseq in enqless twinIling against the bla,I in?nity. The blessings op 
eternity.

 Now look towards the heavens, and count the stars. If you’re able to count them, 
so shall your descendants be.

; lid with all my might anq steal her boqy prom the leqge. ; ,arry her towarq the 
,enter op the roopB as par away prom qeath as cossible. khe’s shofting anq hitting 
meB trying to wriggle prom my grasc. ffler strength maIes me stfmbleB anq we 
both toccle to the ,ement ffioor. That’s where ; taIe her in my armsB not to love 
herB bft to crevent her es,ace. ffler naIeq boqyB howeverB lies still anq qo,ile 
ader a momentB only shaIing slightlyB mat,hing the rhythm op her ,rying. jnother 
qepeat. jnother qelay op her pate. 
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”PoBM is all ; ,an say into the sweet saqness op her pa,e. ; rea,h towarq her 
bellyB still shaIing with sobsB anq rest my hanq there sodly bft with cfrcose. 
Grote,tively. ; wait por the shaIingB the sobbing to waneB whi,h it qoes ader a pew 
moments. 

”KhyOM she asIsB her hanqs ,overing her pa,e.

—y hanq ,aresses her belly. Khere is all the lipeO

”There ,oflq be a ,hilqBM ; whiscer. khe breathes in anq oft a pew timesB then 
tfrns to me ufizzi,ally. ; noq violently enofgh so she ,an see it in the qarI.

”; ,an’t Iill my ,hilqBM ; say. Live worqs op eCclanation.

;t’s clafsible. ; stayeq insiqe her qownstairsB so we might have ,on,eiveq. ; haqn’t 
,onsiqereq the cossibility fntil nowB anq neither haq sheB bft there may be a ,hilq 
in the stars. ;p not yetB then soon. Khen we go qownstairs again. jnq then again.

; Iiss herB bft she neither resists nor carti,icates. ffler minq has gone ba,Iwarq. 
khe has memories op babies in the womb. 

The stars aboveB ip they haq eyesB might lafgh at ofr boqies on this roopB at 
the magi, we rea,h por to Ieec ofrselves sane. UrB they might ,ry over fsB two 
sheec fnaware op ofr signi?,an,e anq the worthiness op ofr sa,ri?,e. Hven stars 
will one qay lose their light anq qie. Kill they remember fs prom their heavenly 
tombsO
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