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Sandpiper
(1994)
Ahdaf Soueif

Oursitle, there is a path. A path of beaten white stone bordered by a white wall - low,
but not fow enough for me to sce aver it from here. White sands drift across the path.
From my window. | used (o see patterns in their drift. On my way 1o the beach, 1
would ry to place my foot, just the ball of my foot, for there never was much room. on
those white spaces that glinted flat and free of sand. { had an idea thal the patterns on
the stane shouid be made by nature alone; T did not want one grain of sand, blown by
a breeze T could not fecl, to change s course because of me. Whit point would there
be in trying to decipher a pattern that 1 had caused? It was not casy. Balancing, the
joes of one bare fout on the bot slone, looking For the pext clear space o set the other
fuat down. 1t took a long time to reach the end of the path. And then the stretch of
beach. And then the sca.

| used 1o sit where the water rolled in, rolled in, its frilled white edge nibbling at the
sand. withdrawing to leave greal damp half moons of a darker, mare brownish-beige. |
would sit inside one of these curves. at the very midpeint, fitting my body to its contour.
andt wail. ‘The sea unccasingly shifts and stirs and sends out fingers, paws. tongues 1o
probe the shore, Fach wave coming in is different, It separates itself from the vast,
moving blue, rises and surges torward with a low growl. lightening as it approaches 1o
a pule green, then turns over to display the white frill that slides like o thousand snakes
down upon itsell, breaks and skitters up the sandbank. 1 used to sit very still. Sometimes
the wave would barely touch my feet, sometimes it would swirl arcund me then pull
back, sifting yet another layer of sand from under me, leaving me wel 1o the waist. My
hects sested in twin hollows that filied. emptied and refilled withoul a break. And subtle
as the shadow of a passing cloud, my half moon would ship down the bank - only 10 be
overtaken and swamped by the next leap of foaming white.

1 used to sit in the curve and dig my fingers into the grainy, compact sund and feel
it grow wetter as my fingers went deeper and decper till the next sippling, trothing rush
of white came and smudged the edges of the little burrow 1 had made. I1s walls
collapsed and T removed my hand, covesed 1n wet clay, soon ta revert to dry grains that
1 would easily hrush away.
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I fean against the wall of my roem and count: twelve years ago, 1 met him, Eight
years ago. 1 mamied him. Six years ago, [ gave birth o his child.

For cight summers we have heen coming here; 1o the beach-house west of
Alexandda. The first summer had not been 2 time of reflection; my occupation then had
been to Jove sy husband in this - 16 e - new and different place. To love him as he
walked wwards my parasol, shaking the water from his black hair, his feet sinking into
the warm, lospitable sand. To love him as he carried his nephew on his shouiders into
the sca. threw him in, caught him and hoisted him up again; a colossus bestriding the
waves. To love him as he played backgammon with his father in the evening, the slam
of counters and the ciatter of dice resaunding on the patio while, at the dining-room
table, his sister showed me how to draw their ormate, circular seript. To Jove (his new
him. who hud been hinied at but never revealed when we lived in my northern land, and
wha atter a long absence, had found hig way back into the heart of his country, taking
me along with him. We walked in the sunset along the waler’s edge, kicking at the
Spray, my sun-hat fallen on my back, my hand, pale bronze in his burnt brown, my face
no doubt mimoning his: aglow with health and love: a young couple in a glitzy commercial
for life insurance or a two-week break in the sun,

My second summer here was the sixth summer o olr love — and the last of eur
happiness, Carrying my child and Joving her father, I sat on the heach, dug holes in the
sand and fer my (houghts wander. 1 theught about our life in my country, befare we
were married: four years in the cosy flat, precarious on top of a reof in a Georgian
square, him meeting me at the bus-stop when 1 came back from work, Sundays when
it did not rain and we sat in the park with our newspapers, late nights at the movies. |
thought of those things and missed them — hut with no great sense of loss, It was as
though they were all there, 10 be called upan, 1 be lived again whenever we wanted,

| fooked out 10 sea and, now I realise. ] was wrying to wotk out my co-ordinates. |
thought a lot about the water and the sand as [ sat there watching them meet and {lint
and touch. 1 tried 1o undersiand that T was on the edge, the very edge of Africa; that
the vastness abead was aothing compared to what lay behind 1ne. But - even though
F'd been there and seen for myself its never-ending dusty green interior, its mountains,
the big sky, my mind could not grasp a world that was not present to my senses — |
could see the beach, the waves, the blue beyond. and cradling them all, my balby.

| sat with my hand on my belly and waited for the uny eruptions, the small {lutterings,
that wld me how she tay and what she was feeling. Gradually, we came to talk to cach
other. She would curl imto a tght ball in one corner of my body untl, lopsided und
uncomfortable, I coaxed and prodded her back into a more centred, relaxed position. |
slowly rubbed one corner of my belly untif there. aimed suaight at my hand, 1 felt a
gentle punch. 1 tapped and she punched again. I was twenty-nine. For seventeen years
my bedy had waited 1o conceive, and now my heart and mind had caught up with i
Nature had worked admirably: | had wanted the child through my love for her father
and how 1 loved her father that summer. My body could not get enough of him. His
baby was snug inside me and 1 wanted him there 100,

From where | stand now, alt I can see is dry, sohid white. The white glare, the whiie
wall, and the white path, narrowing in the distance.
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I should have gone. No longer a serrating thought but familiar and duli. | should have
gone. On that swirl of amazed and wounded anger when, knowing him as I did, 1 first
sensed that he was pulling away from me, | should have gone. I should have wined,
picked up my child and gone,

I turn. The slatted blinds are closed against a glaring sun. They call the wooden
blinds sheesh and tell me it's the Persian word for glass. So that which sits next to a
thing is called by its name. T have had this thought iany times and feel as though it
should lead me somewhere; as though 1 should draw some conclusion from it, but so far
I haven't.

P draw my finger along a wooden slat. Um Sabir, my husband’s old nanny, does
everything arourki the house, both here and in the city. | tried, at first, at least to help,
but she would rush up and case the duster or the vacuum cleaner from my hands.
‘Shane. shame. What am | here for? Keep vour hands nice and soft. Go and rest. Or
wity don’t you go to the club? What have you to do with these things? My husband
translated ail this for me and said things to her which T came 10 understand meant that
tomatrow 1 would get used to their ways. The meals T planned never worked out. Um
Sahir cooked what was best in the market on that day, If | tried to do the shopping the
prices trebled. | arranged the flowers, smoothed out the pleats in the curtains and
presided over our dinner-parties.

My bed is made. My big bed which a haif-asleep Lucy, creeping under the
mosquito-net, tumbles into in the middle of every night. She fits herself into my body and
I put my arm over her until she shakes it off, In her sleep she makes use of me; my
breast is sometimes her pillow, my hip her footstool. 1 lie content, glad to be of use, 1
hold hes foot in my hand and dread the time - so soon to come — when it will no loager
be seemly 10 Kiss the dimpled ankle.

On a black leather sofa in a transit jounge in an airport once, many years ago, |
watched a Pakistani woman sleep. Hes dress and trouscrs were a deep. yeilow silk and
on her dress bloomed luscious flowers in purple and green. Her arms were covered in
gold bangles. She had gold in her ears. her left nostril and around her neck. Against her
body her smali son Tay curled. One of his feet was between her knees, her nose was in
his hair. All her worldly treasure was on that sofa with her, and so she slept soundly on.
That nmage, wo, | saved up for hin

1 made my bed this moming. 1 spread my arms out wide and gathered in the soft,
billowing mosquito-net. 1 rwisted it round in a thick coil and ued it into a loose loop that
dangles gracefully in mid-air

Nime years agn, sitting under my first mosquito-ney, 1 had weitten, ‘Now 1 know how
it feels to be 4 memsahib.’ That was in Kano: deep, deep in the heart of the continent
I now sit on the cdge of. 1 had been in Jove with him for three years and being apan
then was a variant, merely, of buing together. When we were separated there was for
cach a gnawing lack of the other. We would say that this confirmed our 1ue, essential
union. We had parted at Heathrow, and we were to be rejoined in a fortnight, in Cairo,
where T would meet his family for the first titne.

1 had thought to write a story about those Iwo weeks, about my first trip into Afrca:

about Muhammad al-Senusi explaining courtcously to me the inferior status of women,
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courteously because, being foreign, Furopean, on & business trip, I was an honorary man.
A story about travelling the Jong, straight road to Maiduguri and stopping at roadside
shacks to chew on mieat that § then swallowed in jumps while Senusi told me how the
meat in Europe had no body and melted like rice pudding in his mouth. About the tme
when 1 saw the lion in the 1alf prass. 1 asked the driver to stop, jumped out of the car,
aimed my camers aud shot as the lon crouched. Back in the car, unfreezing himself
from horror, the driver assured me that the lion had crouched in order to spring at me.
I stil have the photo: a lion crouching in tall grass - close up. T look at 1t and cannot
make mysell helieve what conld have happened.

I never wrote the story. although 1 still have the notes. Right here. in this leather
portfolio which 1 1ake out of a drawer in my cupboard. My Aftica story. I told #t 1 him
instead ~ and across the candielit table of a Cairo restaurant he kissed my hands and
said, '1'm crazy about you." Under the high windows the Nile flowed by. Etemnity was
in our lips, our eyes, our brows - | married him, and 1 was happy.

T leat through my notes. £ach vne Curries a comment. a description meant for him.
AN my thoughts were addressed to him. For his part e wrote that after I left him at the
airport he twened round 1o hoid me and tell me how desolate he felt. He could not
believe T was not there to comnfort him, He wrote about the sound of my veice on the
telephone and the crease at the 1op of my arm that he said he loved to kiss.

What story can | wote? | sit winh my notes al my writing-1able and wait for Lucy.
I should have been sieeping, That is what they think 1 am domng. That is what we
pretend 1 do: sleep away the hotiest of she midday hours. Qut there on the beach, by
the pool, Lucy has no need of mie. She has her father, her uncle, her two aunts, her five
cousins: a wealth of playmates and protectors. Apd Um Sabir, sitting patient and
watchfu!l in her black jalabiyyah and wrha, the deck-chairs beside her loaded with
towels. suni-cream, sun-hats, sandwiches and iced drinks in Thermos flasks.

i look, and watch, and wait for Lucy.

in the murket in Kaduna the mottled, red carcasses lay on wooden stalls shaded by
grey plastic canopies. At first § saw the meat and the flics swarming and setthing. Then,
on top of the grey plastic sheets, I saw the vuliures. They perched as sparrows woald
in an English market squarc, but they were heavy and stil] and silent. They sat cool and
unblinking as the ficroe sun heat down on their haid, wrinkled heads. And hand in hand
with the fear that swept over me was 4 realisation that fear was misplaced, thal
everybody else knew they were there and still went about their business: that in the
micat-arket in Kaduna, volures were commonplace.

The heat of the sun saturates the house: it seeps out from every pore. I open the
door of my room and walk out ino the silent hall. I the bathroom [ stand in the shower
wray and tum e @p to et the cool water splash over my feet T tuck my skirt between
my thighs 2nd bend to put my bands and wrists under the water. | press wet patms 10
my face and picture grey slate roofs wet with rain. 1 picture trees; trees that rustie in
the wind and when ihe rain has stopped, release fresh showers of draplets from their
leaves.

T pud vut on wet feet that dry by the time I arrive at the kitchen at the end of the
Jong corndor. 1 open the fridge and see the chunks of lamb marinading in a large metat
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tray for tonight’s barbecue. The mountain of yellow grapes draining in a colander. | pic
oot a cluster and put it on a white saucer. Um Sabir washes ail the fruit and vegetable
in red permanganate. This is for my benefit since Lucy crunches cucumbers and carro
straight out of the greengroces™s baskets. But then she was born here, And now she

belangs. If | had 1aken her away then, when she was vight months old, she would have.

befonged with me. J pour out a tall plass of cold, bottled water and close the fridge.

1 walk back through the corridor. Past Um Sabir’s room, his roem, Lucy's room.
Back in my room T stand again at the window, looking out through the chink in the
shutters at the white that seems now to be Josing the intensity of its glare. If 1 were (o
move to the window ini the opposite wall T would sce the green lawn encircled by the
three wings of the house, the sprinkler at its centre ceaselessly twisting. twisting. 1 stand
and press my furehead against the warm glass. | breathe on the window-pane but it
dues not mist over.

1 turn on the fan. It blows my hair across my face and my notes across the bed. 1
kneel on the bed and yather them. The wp one says. ‘Ningi, his big teeth stained with
Kola, sits grandly at his desk. By his right hand there is a bicycle bell which he nngs to
summon a gofer -, and then again: “The three things we stop for on the road should
be my title: “Peeing, Praying und Petrol™." Those were light-hearted times, when the
jokes 1 made were not bitter.

I lie down on the bed. These four pillows are my innovation. Here they use one fong
pillow with two smaller ones on top of it. The bedlinen comes in sets. Consequently my
bed always has two pillows in plain cases and two with embroidery 10 match the sheets.
Also, 1 have one side of a chiffonier which js full of long, embroidered pillowcases.
When 1 take them out and look at them I find their flowers, sheltiered for so long in the
dark, are unfaded, bright and ncw.

Lying on the bed. | hold the cluster of grapes above my face. and bite one off as
Romans do in filins. Oh, to play, to play again, but my only playmate now is Lucy and
she is out by the pool with her cousins.

A few weeks age, back in Cuiro, Lucy looked up at the sky and said, ‘I can see the
place where we're going w be”’

"Where?' 1 asked, as we drove through Gabalaya Streer.

‘In heaven,”

‘Oh 1 said. “And what's it like?’

‘I's a arcle, Mama, and it has a chimmey, and it will always be winter there.’

T reached over and patted her knee. ‘Thank you, darling,” T said.

Yes, 1 am sick - but not just tor home. ! am sick for a time, a time that was agd
that I can pever have again. A lover | had and can never have again.

U watched him vanish — well, not vanish, slip away, recede. He did not want to go.
He did not go quietly. He asked me 1o hold him. but he couldn’t teli me how. A fairy
godmother, wbbed for an instant of our belicf in her magic. s into a sad old wonan,
her wand into a useless stick. I suppose | should have seen it coming. My forcignness.
which had been 5o charming, began to irmtate him. My inability to remember names,
follow the tinutiae of politics, my struggles with his language, my need to be protected
from the sun, the mosquitces, the salads. the drinking water. He was back home. and he
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I pick needed soincone he could be ar home with, at hoame. | ook perhaps a year. His hean
tables : wus broken In two, mine way simaply broken.
arrots E never see my lover now. Sometimes, as he romps with Lucy on the heach, or
v she bends over her grared elbow, or sits 2C1088 our lnng table from me at a dinner-pany, !
have 3 see o man I could yet fall in love with, and T wra away.
lpe. [ 10}d him two about my first mirage. the one | saw on that long road to Maidoguri.
oo, : And on the desert road o Alexandria the first sumuwmer, 1 saw it agamn. ‘I's hard to
n the believe ® isn’t there when 1 can see it o clearly,” 1 complained.
ye 10 “You only think you see it he said.
y the Isn’t that the same thing?" § asked. ‘My brain telis me there's water there. bsn't
stand thar enough?
it “Yes,” he said, and shrugged. *If all ¥ou want to do is sitin the car and see it But
il you wanl to go and put your hands in it and drink, then it isn’L enough, surcly? He
wed. I gave me a sidelong glance and smiled.
with Soon, 1 should hear Lucy's high, clear vuice. chattering to her father as they walk
os 10 hand 1n hand ap the gravel drive (o the back door. Behind them will come the heavy
wuid tread of Um Sabir. 1 will go oot siiing to meet them and he will deliver a wer, sandy
1 the fucy inw my care, and ask if I'm OK with a slightly anxious look. T will tuke Lucy into
my bathroons while he goes into his. Later. when the rest of the family have all drifted
long l;a.ck and showered and changed, everyone will sit around the barbecue and eat and
; iy drink und talk politics and crack Jokes of hopeless, helpless irony and laugh. ! shouid
oot take up embroidery and start on those Aubusson tapestries we all. at the moment,
ases. imagine will be necessary for Lucy's troussecau.
L the Yesterday when 1 had dressed her after the shower she cxamined herself intently in
my mirror and asked for a french plait. 1 sat hehind her at the dressing-table blow-drying
{f us -h?t"lr black hair, brushing it and plaiting it. When Lucy was born Um Sabir covered all the
and mirors. Mis sister said, ‘They say if a baby looks in the mircar she will sce her own
grave.” We laughed but we did not remove the covers; they suaved in place (il she was
: the., 4 dal

1 fooked &t Lucy's serious face in the nnirror, 1 had seen my grave once, or thought
lad. That was part of my Africa story. The plane out of Nigeria circled Cairo airport.
e times 1 heard the landing-gear come down, and three times it was raised again.
£ next o me were two Finnish husinessmen. When the announcement came that
were re-routing (0 Luxor they shook their heads and ordered another drink. At
n, above Luxor airport, we were 10id there was trouble with the undercarriage and
#the prlot was going to atempt a crash-landing. I thought, so this is why they've senl
 Luxor, 1o burn up discreetly and not clog Cairo airport, We were asked to fasten

t belts. take off vur shoes and watches, put the cushions from the backs of our
on ous laps and bend double over them with our arms around our heads. 1 stung
bag with my passport, tickets and money around 1wy neck and shoulder before
hese things. My Finnish neighbours formally shook cach other’s hands. On the

ere was perfect silence as we dropped out of the sky. And then a terrible,
» protracted screeching of machinery as we hit the tarmac. And in that moment,
my head, but al! of me, iny whole being, seemed to tilt into a blank, an emply
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radiance, but lucid. Then three giant thoughts. One was of him — his name, over and
over again. The other was of the children I would sever have. The third was that the
pattern was now complete: this is what my life amounted to.

When we did not die, that first thought: his name, his name, his name became a
talisman, for in extremity. hadn’t all that was not him heen wiped out of my life? My
life, which once again streiched out before me, shimmerng with possibilities, was meant
1o merge with his.

I finished the french plait and Lucy chose a blue clasp to secure its end. Before | let
her run out 1 smoothed some after-sun on her face. Her skin is nut-brown, except just
next to her ears where it fades to a pale cream gleaming with golden down. 1 put my
lips to her neck. ‘My Lucy, Lucia, Lambah,” I muurmured as 1 kissed her and let her
go. Lucy. My trcasure, my trap.

Now, when 1 walk to the sea, to the edge of this continent where | live, where 1
alimost died, where 1 wait for my daughter to grow away from me, 1 see different things
from those 1 saw that summer six vears ago. The last of the foam is swallowed
bubbling intu the sand, to sink down and rejoin the sea at an invisible subterranean level.
With cach ebb of green water the sand loses part of iself to the sca, with each flow
another parl 15 flung back to be reclaimed once again by the beach. That narrow
stretch of sand knows nothing in the world betier than it does the white waves (hat
whip it, caress it, collapse onto it, vanish into it. The white foam knows nething hetter
than those sands which wait for it, tise to it and suck # in. But what do the waves
know of the massed, hot, still sands of the desert just twenty, no, ten feet beyond the
scalloped edge? Amd what does the beach know of the depths, the cold, the currents
just there, there - do you see it? - where the water turns a deeper bloe.
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