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AÕisha
◆

M uhammad is dead.
In the heart-skip between waking and sleep, I remembered the awful 

truth. The long, slow exhaleÑmy husbandÕs Þ nal sighÑthe evening 
before. His head pressed to my shuddering heart. His stiffened face, as if 
turned to stone, when IÕd laid him in our bed. Now he lay beneath me, 
buried in my room, the fresh earth moistened by my tears. Exhausted after 
the long night, IÕd fallen asleep atop his grave. Not even the call to morn-
ing prayer had roused me. Now a hand was shaking me awake, and HafsaÕs 
voice, urgent. A riot in the street. Your father. A’isha, you must come now.

I could still hear the thunder and crash of my dreams. The images were 
already dissolving like mist burned away by the sun, but I vaguely recalled 
a splittingÑwas it the KaÕba, our sacred temple, cracking in two? I sprang 
from my bed, my pulse ß uttering, and shrugged off my nightmare, leaving 
it on the dirt ß oor. Holding our wrappers close about our faces, I and Hafsa 
ran into the small, cool mosque adjoining my hut, our bare feet kicking 
up dust, then out the mosqueÕs front door and into MedinaÕs main street. 
There a stampede of men brandished blades and cried, ÒYaa Abu Bakr! Yaa 
khalifa! Praise to al-Lah for our new leader!Ó My heartÕs skitter slowed as I 
realized that abi wasnÕt in danger. The opposite was true: While IÕd slept, 
my father, Abu Bakr, had won the heart of Medina.

Hours earlier, just after MuhammadÕs death, IÕd gone to see abi in the 
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town hall, where the men of Medina had gathered to choose the successor 
to my husband, the Prophet of al-Lah and the leader of our community. 
My father and his friends had learned of the meeting and hastened away 
to join it, leaving Muhammad’s body unattended in my hut. I’d followed 
close behind, then returned to discover the terrible deed Muhammad’s 
cousin Ali had committed, with his uncle urging him on.

I’d raced back to tell abi, who’d listened with his air of infi nite calm 
as I’d described the digging of the grave in my bedroom fl oor while I’d 
listened outside the door; the washing of Muhammad’s body while he was 
still clothed; the murmured assurances from al-Abbas, Ali’s uncle, that this 
secret burial was necessary. If there were a public ceremony, he’d pointed 
out, my father, Muhammad’s closest friend and advisor, would perform the 
prayer. That would seal him once and for all as the ProphetÕs successor, al-
Abbas had said. Ali wanted the khalifa for himself. He and his uncle had 
hoped to keep my father from becoming the leader of Muslims. Today, I 
could see that their efforts had failed.

Men in white—Muhammad’s color—and women whose wrappers shel-
tered their heads from the sun cheered and leaped and sang and whooped: 
“Come all, come! Pledge allegiance to the new khalifa, Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, 
the Truthful.” After watching Muhammad’s slow death from Medina fever 
I’d thought that my well was empty of tears, but now water fl owed again 
at the sight of my father fl oating in the people’s midst, carried aloft like a 
hero or king, his own eyes brimming, delaying his grief for the sake of the 
umma, the community of Believers.

I fl attened myself against the building to avoid being trampled. But the 
torrent turned before it reached me and roiled into the mosque: Aws and 
Khazraj, the main tribes of Medina; emigrants from Mecca, our homeland, 
and elsewhere who’d come to Medina to escape persecution; and Bedouins 
of the desert, who’d loved Muhammad because he’d treated them as equals. 
Behind them marched Companions to Muhammad, including the stern 
Umar, his dark face forcing a heartsick smile, and Abu Ubaydah, whose 
eyes held worry even as he hoisted his sword and shouted abiÕs name.

Once they were all inside—by al-Lah, I never saw so many men squeeze 
into that tiny mosque!—I slipped in, also, made invisible by the wrapper 
I wore over my hair and face. The crowd set abi on the date-palm stump 
where Muhammad had stood countless times to lead our umma in prayer, 
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and tears began to pour in earnest down my fatherÕs cheeks. My stomach 
twisted as I thought again of my husbandÕs death the night before, his 
head on my breast; his sword in my hand, bequeathed to me; his dying 
command to use it in the jihad to come. HeÕd known I would honor his 
request, for heÕd taught me how to Þ ght and heÕd witnessed my bravery on 
the battleÞ eld. Recalling what had followedÑAliÕs wicked deedÑI cried 
anewÑnot only from sorrow, but also from outrage over the funeral weÕd 
all been deprived of.

ÒMy dear brothers,Ó my fatherÕs voice sounded gargled and torn, as if his 
throat had been cut Òalthough I am unworthy to stand on our ProphetÕs 
pulpit, I humbly thank you for your trust.Ó

From the rooftop rang the muezzin’s call to worship, summoning all 
Muslims to pledge their allegiance. In the doorway I spied the fat, bald-
headed al-Abbas lurking like a spy in the shadows. Revulsion sent me out 
to the courtyard where my sister-wives clustered in the mosqueÕs entryway 
and watched the goings-on.

ÒEveryone seems so happy, all of a sudden,Ó drawled Raihana, the Jewess, 
her haunting, houri eyes turning down at the corners. SheÕd been a gift to 
Muhammad from his men, a captured princess. Our warriors had killed all 
the men of her tribe after their leaders had tried to assassinate Muhammad, 
and her resentment over the deaths of her husband and sons had given her 
a bitter tongue. ÒDonÕt tell me another prophet has risen from the dead.Ó

ÒDo Jews believe in resurrection now?Ó Hafsa arched one of her famous 
ß ying eyebrows. SheÕd never believed in RaihanaÕs conversion to islam; 
like her father, Umar, she was skeptical about everything. Unlike Umar, 
however, she possessed a keen sense of humor. ÒBy al-Lah, soon youÕll be 
saying you believe in prophets, also!Ó

ÒGirls, this is no time for making jokes.Ó Superstitious old Sawdah, mar-
ried to bring up MuhammadÕs daughters but a mother to us all, gripped her 
evil-eye amulet so tightly I thought sheÕd strangle herself. ÒThe Prophet is 
not even buried yet.Ó

ÒActually, he is buried,Ó I said. My sister-wives turned their faces to me, 
open-mouthedÑexcept for Ramlah, who laughed.

ÒLet me guess: Al-Abbas had a hand in it, did he not?Ó She showed her 
large teeth. ÒThe man knows no limit to his ambition. Yet he certainly did 
not dirty his own hands. His spineless nephew Ali did the digging, I wager.Ó
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I was tempted to point out that, as far as ambition was concerned, 
Ramlah’s father had set the example for all. Abu Sufyan, leader of the 
Meccan Quraysh tribe, had tried to kill Muhammad many times, jealous of 
his growing infl uence. Although Muhammad had married the daughter in 
effort to win the allegiance of the father, Abu Sufyan had been stubborn. 
He’d continued to send assassins to the mosque until, at last, he’d been 
forced to convert to islam—by the tip of Ali’s sword pressing into his neck. 
Ramlah had scorned Ali ever since, which made me feel almost tolerant 
toward her.

Maymunah, al-Abbas’s daughter—Ali’s cousin—didn’t bother to hold 
her tongue. “Yaa Ramlah, when you criticize Ali, it is the Prophet you 
denigrate,” she said, her billowing black hair making her look like a storm 
cloud. “He loved Ali as a son. And as the father to Muhammad’s only male 
heirs, Ali has a right to succeed him.”

“Yet we cannot ignore the desires of Quraysh,” the elegant, fair-
skinned Umm Salama said in the measured tones that marked her as a 
member of the Qurayshi elite. Beautiful and aristocratic, she’d been a 
widow when Muhammad had proposed to her—three times. “Quraysh is 
the most powerful tribe in all of Hijaz. Would they support a leader from 
the Hashim clan?”

“Muhammad was a Hashimite,” Maymunah reminded her.
“But God spoke through Muhammad,” Ramlah said. “Has anyone heard 

revelations from the mouth of Ali?”
“Some of the Bedouin tribes might resist Ali’s rule,” Juwairriyah said, 

surprising me with her tinkling-bell voice, so rarely heard. She’d been a 
member of a Bedouin tribe—another enslaved princess—before marrying 
Muhammad in exchange for her freedom. “Passing the khalifa to the male 
heir would look too much like a monarchy. No Bedouin would ever serve 
a king.”

“As for me, I don’t care about any of this,” Zaynab said in a choked 
voice. My fi ercest rival for Muhammad’s affection and for leadership of the 
harim, Zaynab was normally a fi ery competitor who’d displayed her beauty 
and her passion for Muhammad as if she were a bird of paradise and the 
rest of us were mere chickens. Today, though, her curly hair was frizzled 
and matted, as if she had not combed it in weeks, and her tawny eyes were 
swollen and red-rimmed. She looked the way I felt.
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“Muhammad is dead,” she said. Her face seemed to slide downward 
before she pressed her hands against her cheeks. “He was . . . the greatest of 
men . . . and he is gone from us. Gone! By al-Lah, how can you argue over 
the khalifa when we will not see his smile in this world again?”

Her accusation silenced us. Umm Salama folded her arms around the 
sobbing Zaynab and led her back to her hut while the sister-wives hung 
their heads in shame—except for me. I watched Zaynab walk away with 
a yearning to join her, to bury my face in my hands and succumb to the 
anguish of losing Muhammad. By al-Lah, wasn’t my grief greater than 
hers? Hadn’t Muhammad loved me best of all his wives? He’d known me 
all my life, married me when I was only nine, and raised me as a father—at 
fi rst. Then, later, I opened his eyes to the woman I’d become, and his love 
had changed, deepened, until our hearts had beat as one. 

Soon, I hoped, I’d be able to rest and grieve for my habib, my beloved. 
It seemed there would be no jihad, no struggle, for me to worry about. Ali 
and al-Abbas’s treacherous attempt to stop my father had failed. Abu Bakr 
was the khalifa now, and they could only accept it.

Before any of us could speak again, the thumps and slaps of one thousand 
men and women prostrating themselves arose from the mosque like the 
sound of a great beating heart. We sister-wives stepped into the cramped, 
square room and dropped to our knees. The pungent tang of unwashed 
bodies mingled with the perfumes used to mask their odors, sandalwood 
and myrrh and clove and sweat.

“Hail, khalifat rasul al-Lah,” the crowd proclaimed, naming my father 
“successor to the Prophet of God.” My heart panged as I noted the sadness 
creasing abi’s face, making him appear as old as the tree stump under his 
feet. This was not the way he’d wanted to pass the hours after the death 
of his bosom friend.

  Ali,   I suspected,   was even more unhappy. He and al-Abbas had hoped 
Ali would be in my father’s place right now. Instead,   they had to kneel 
in the dirt with the rest of Medina to pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr, 
  Ali’s longtime rival,   the man the Believers had chosen. Eager to see Ali 
humiliated,   I looked around me,   peered into every corner,   scanned every 
bent head. The crude little mosque was dark,   with its mud-brick walls 
and date-palm-frond roof dappling light. Men and women crammed the 
room as full as sheep in a pen. Even so,   I would have seen Ali. I would 
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have known his hair the color of wheat,   his tunic cut low at the back of 
his neck,   his narrow face with the upper lip that seemed always to curl as 
if he smelled something rotten. As the service ended,   I scrutinized every 
face,   disbelieving. Ali wasn’t here! But Umar was—and he,   for one,   was 
not surprised.

“Ali’s arrogance knows no bounds, as usual,” the severe, pock-faced 
Umar grumbled to my father as I approached the tree stump where he and 
abi stood. “By al-Lah! I will humble him this day.” Umar yanked his sword 
from the sheath under his arm and leapt to the fl oor, landing beside me but 
pretending, as usual, that I wasn’t there.

Behind us the crowd was beginning to disperse, women and children 
wandering out into the street, heading for home. Others, mostly men, 
clustered near the doorway, talking and glancing at us.

“Take care, yaa Umar,” my father said. “Shedding Ali’s blood would 
only enrage his supporters against us, and divide islam.”

“The sword is the only language Ali understands.” Umar turned toward 
the front door.

“That may be so,” my father said in his calm voice, “but I cannot allow 
you to confront him with that weapon. Muhammad loved Ali. They were 
cousins, and Muhammad raised him as a son. He married Ali to his daugh-
ter. He would not like to see us threatening him now.”

“Abi speaks truly, yaa Umar,” I said. “Besides, we don’t want Ali to say 
we forced him to pledge his allegiance. He’d use it as an excuse to oppose 
my father.”

Umar’s glowered at me, enraged to hear a woman contradicting him—
in spite of the fact that Muhammad had turned to me for advice many 
times. My father smiled and held out his hand to pull me up onto the 
stump. There we stood, side by side, with Umar spluttering at our feet.

 “I agree with A’isha,” abi said. “If you want to deal with Ali, please do 
so. But do not carry weapons to his home.”

“But—Ali will slice me in two!” Umar said.
My cousin Talha ran in, his handsome face fl ushed under his red-brown 

beard. “Yaa Abu Bakr, your son-in-law al-Zubayr is shouting from the win-
dow of Ali’s home that you have stolen the khalifa.”

“Stolen?” Abi’s bushy eyebrows fl ew upward.
Wanting to reassure him—my father was a sensitive man—I nudged abi 
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with my elbow. “How could you steal the khalifa when it was given to you?” 
I said to him. “Al-Zubayr is only jealous.”

“Does he want the position for himself?” My father shook his head. 
“Al-Zubayr is an ambitious man, but—to follow in Muhammad’s footsteps?”

Talha grinned. “Al-Zubayr doesn’t want the khalifa. He wants his cous-
in, Ali, in the position.”

 My laugh rang harsh. “Ali doesn’t quit, does he?”
 “Al-Zubayr and Ali say they’ll die before they pledge allegiance to Abu 

Bakr,” Talha said. 
Umar hoisted his sword. “By al-Lah! I will be the one to fulfi ll their 

prophecy.” 
“Take heed, Umar,” my father said. “I forbid you to carry a blade to the 

home of Ali.”
The arm carrying Umar’s sword fell limply to his side. He shook his 

head, mumbling. I held my breath, wondering if Umar would defy my 
father and undo everything the two of them had accomplished. Then, to 
my relief, Umar sheathed his blade.

“Hearing is obeying, yaa khalifa.” With a gleam in his eye, he pulled a 
bullwhip from his belt.

“By al-Lah, here is all I need to do my work.” His laugh cracked as 
he snapped the whip in my direction, making me fl inch. “With this, I 
will have no trouble beating any rebels into submission—or strangling the 
defi ance from their misguided throats.”

!

As Umar, Talha, and a growing mob from the mosque tramped down the 
street to Ali’s house, I fl ed through winding alleys to my sister Asma’s 
home—and found it empty. One of her sister-wives, a small woman with 
a frightened expression, shook her head when I asked where they’d gone. 
“Al-Zubayr dragged her away, and the boy Abdallah also. Al-Zubayr was 
shouting, ‘I don’t care if Abu Bakr is your father! You will not pledge alle-
giance to that traitor.’” I left her in a hurry, worry and fear clashing like 
swords about my head.

Asma and little Abdallah taken to Ali’s! Al-Zubayr was using my sister. 
My father would never allow anyone to attack the house if he knew his 
eldest daughter and his only grandson were inside. Yet I’d heard Umar 
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mention setting AliÕs house on Þ re as heÕd stormed away. Foreboding seized 
my chest as I ß ed back down the twisting path to the main road, thank-
ing God for my fatherÕs ban on swords and daggers. Please, al-Lah, keep my 
sister and nephew safe from harm.

The crowd of men in front of AliÕs home was as dense as if they were 
still hemmed in by the walls of the mosque. Shouts and threats punctured 
the air like the barks of dogs, and despite abi’s prohibition I spied ß ashes 
of blade in the mid-morning sun. Wanting to avoid being seen by UmarÑ
who would order me back to the mosqueÑI clambered over the courtyard 
wall and spied Asma through a rear window. She was huddled on the ß oor 
with Abdallah in her arms, holding him fast while he squirmed and pro-
tested that he wanted to join his abi.

Hearing my hiss, Asma leapt up and greeted me at the back door while 
Abdallah threw his arms around my knees. She beckoned me inside, then 
kissed my cheeks as I stepped into AliÕs home. Looking around me, I felt 
my Þ rst twinges of compassion for the man I detested above all others.

His was a dark, barren house, more like a dwelling for hyenas than for 
humans. The kitchen, where IÕd entered, offered one small window in a 
cramped room of mud brick whose walls needed whitewashing. A yeasty 
baby-smell tanged the air. A few tattered pillows of camelÕs hide lay on the 
dirt ß oor, which had no rug but only a crude woven mat of straw near the 
ß at stone in one corner for grinding barley. There was no oven; AliÕs wife, 
Fatima, baked her bread at the mosque. Often she and Ali would eat their 
daily meal with us there, Fatima joining the harim of sister-wives to gaze 
like a smitten puppy at Umm Salama and laugh wickedly when Zaynab 
insulted me. Fatima had always been jealous of MuhammadÕs love for me. 
How many times had I wondered why she didnÕt dine at home? Now, eye-
ing the squalid conditions here, I understood. We sister-wives lived ascetic 
lives, for Muhammad had always given all his possessions to the poor, but 
at least we had color and cheerÑand windowsÑin our home.

We in the harim had time for weaving and dyeing cloth, and sewing 
cushions and curtains. There were eleven of us wives and concubines and 
only a few children, now adults, from previous marriages. Fatima, on the 
other hand, had three babies to care for. To feed her boys and infant girl, 
she worked as a laundress, a grueling job that stooped her back and left 
her hands red and raw. Where would she have found the time or energy 
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for decorating? Ali had been so busy these past years fi ghting Quraysh 
and trying to sabotage my marriage that he probably didn’t even notice 
the squalor.

As I embraced my sister and her sweet, hind-eyed little boy, a gurgling 
sound tugged at my ear. I peered in the dim lamplight and discovered 
Fatima in the shadows, sitting on the fl oor and shaking with sobs, utter-
ing abi, abi. Mourning for Muhammad. She’d been his favorite daughter, 
the youngest of four and the very likeness, some said, of her mother, 
Khadija, Muhammad’s only wife for twenty-fi ve years. Fatima’s baby girl, 
Zaynab, slept on the fl oor beside her. Her little boys, Ali al-Hassan and 
al-Hussein, patted her hair and back but she pushed them away. Once 
again, I felt the urge to abandon myself to grief—but my brother-in-law 
crashed into the room just then, drying my gathering tears with the force 
of his bluster.

When he saw me, his eyes widened and his nostrils fl ared.
“Praise al-Lah, my prayers are answered!” Al-Zubayr clamped his hand 

around my hair and dragged me into an adjoining room. My sister’s shrieks, 
my shouts of outrage, Fatima’s sobs, and her baby’s cries fi lled the room. 
Anyone listening would have thought we’d hired the most dramatic wail-
ing women in Hijaz.

Pain like one thousand and one needle pricks shot through my scalp 
each time al-Zubayr yanked my hair, stinging my eyes and making me too 
distraught to remember the dagger I’d sheathed under my left arm. Asma 
ran after us and leaped onto her husband’s back. “Let my sister go,” she 
cried, pummeling his back and arms. He released his hold on me and fl ung 
Asma to the fl oor, then kicked her in the stomach. As she doubled over, 
gasping for breath, I lunged toward al-Zubayr with a snarl, just as a sword 
whipped the air. I stopped mid-lunge to face a stern Ali.

“One should not interfere between a husband and his wife, yaa 
A’isha,” he said. “As you told me many times during your marriage to 
Muhammad.”

 “How dare you speak Muhammad’s name with the dirt from his ille-
gitimate grave still under your fi ngernails?” I spat into his face. My spittle 
landed in his beard and stuck there.

With the back of his free hand, he wiped away my insult. “By al-Lah, it 
is not I who blasphemes the Prophet’s memory, but your father. By seizing 
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the khalifa, Abu Bakr mocks everything Muhammad achieved, and all he 
would have wanted.”

“My father seized nothing.” I lifted my chin. “He was chosen by the 
people.”

“By the elites,” al-Zubayr said. He lunged for me again but I whirled out 
of his reach. 

“Al-Zubayr speaks the truth.” For the fi rst time I noticed al-Abbas, who 
sat behind me on a ragged cushion and cleaned his teeth with a miswak 
stick. He shook his head, sighing as if I were some poor, ignorant girl who 
needed to have the simplest of concepts explained. “The people never had 
a choice of khalifa. Abu Bakr and his rich Qurayshi friends snatched up 
the position before Muhammad’s body had yet cooled. Ali was not even 
consulted.”

“The people love Abu Bakr.” I blinked back tears at the mention of 
Muhammad’s body. He is dead. “They chose abi fairly and freely.”

“Abu Bakr stole the khalifa in the night, like a thief!” al-Zubayr shouted 
through the window to the men outside. “And now, until he relinquishes 
his post and agrees to a fair election, his daughters will remain here. Yaa 
Talha! I have your beloved A’isha. Do you remember her? The girl you once 
wanted to marry? You will not see her again until Abu Bakr resigns.”

His bragging didn’t frighten me. As I knelt beside Asma, I looked up at 
al-Zubayr and saw not a fearsome warrior, as he had proved himself so many 
times, but a majnun, a crazed man. There was an emptiness in his eyes. I 
reminded myself to think only, and cast aside your feelings, as Muhammad 
had urged during my sword-fi ghting lessons. Al-Zubayr was not as clever as 
I. I had barely slept for three days, yet I still held the advantage.

“Yaa al-Zubayr, would you hide from Umar? That is most surprising.” I 
smirked, stoking his rage.

“Al-Zubayr hides from no one!” he yelled, turning his head toward the 
window to be heard by Umar, Talha, and the rest. We could hear them 
talking again about setting fi re to Ali’s house.

“Making them burn you out would be an ignominious end to this rebel-
lion,” I said. “If I were you, I’d rush outside and run my sword through 
Umar’s fat belly. He’s one of those ‘elites’ you hate so much, isn’t he?”

“Be quiet,” Ali said to me. “Al-Zubayr, do not listen to her.”
Al-Zubayr glared at me. “I will not fall for your trickery.”
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I shrugged. “Believe me, I wouldn’t shed a tear if Umar met his end 
today.” I’ve never cared for men who beat their wives, I could have added.

The baby’s cries turned to screams. Al-Zubayr jerked his glance to 
Fatima, who was sobbing too hard to notice. Ali sheathed his sword and 
strode over to the child, then scooped it into his arms. I turned back to 
al-Zubayr.

“You’re going to look quite foolish if you cower in here much longer,” 
I said.

“Al-Zubayr does not care what you think,” al-Abbas said. He tossed his 
miswak stick onto the fl oor.

“If you wanted a fi ght, though, you’d be disappointed,” I said with a 
shrug. “None of those men has a weapon.”

He cut his eyes at me. “No weapons? How can that be?”
“My father forbade it.” I helped my sister to stand and, as she moved 

back into the kitchen, gave Ali a pointed look. “He wanted to make sure 
Ali didn’t suffer any harm. Since Muhammad loved him so much.”

Ali’s expression softened. But al-Abbas snorted and said, “Abu Bakr is 
no idiot. He knows better than to gain Ali’s allegiance at sword-point.”

Al-Zubayr laughed. “You speak the truth, uncle. He will never gain my 
allegiance, either. As for the sword’s point, let his messengers feel its sting!”

He threw open the door to his house and stepped over the threshold. 
Standing so close to him, I could have easily pulled out my dagger and 
knocked the sword from his hand. But I knew my father’s admonition 
against weapons applied to me, also—and besides, I saw a better way. With 
a lift of my foot I tripped al-Zubayr, sending him and his sword clattering 
to the ground. In the next instant Umar stepped forward from the crowd, 
holding his whip aloft. With one fl ick he lashed it around al-Zubayr’s neck 
and yanked him to his knees.

As Umar and his cohorts jostled al-Zubayr to the mosque, I went back 
inside and helped my sister and Abdallah walk back to their home. I 
settled her on her bed and gave a kiss to the child, who lay curled up 
beside her. He’d watched from the corner as his raging father attacked his 
mother. I caressed his brow and told him not to fret over what he’d seen, 
but to remember it.

“That way, you’ll keep from ever harming the woman you love,” I said.
The afternoon sun nearly struck me down with its own battering fi st as 
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I headed home, my muscles aching with fatigue and my head throbbing. 
Soon IÕd be in the privacy of my room, but one more obstacle stood in my 
way. When I arrived at my hut in the mosque courtyard, Talha awaited 
outside my green door.

ÒInvite me in,Ó he said in a low voice. ÒWe have urgent matters to 
discuss.Ó

I felt myself droop like a plant in need of water, but I opened my door 
to him. Once we were inside, he gazed at me so intensely I felt my cheeks 
burn. How glad I was that my wrapper still hid my face! I pulled it more 
tightly and lowered my eyes to my bed, wishing he would leave so I could 
lie down.

ÒYaa AÕisha, what courage you exhibited today.Ó he said. ÒAl-Zubayr 
would have attacked me or Umar with his sword. We might have been 
wounded or killed. I owe you a great debtÑperhaps even my life.Ó

I sighed and shook my head. Talha was exaggerating, as always. Life 
had never been exciting enough for him. That trait, more than his feelings 
for me, had once made him brag that, when Muhammad died, he would 
marry me. Unfortunately, his enthusiasm had sparked gossip in the umma, 
which caused Muhammad to declare that none of his wives could remarry. 
Because of that our futures now held loneliness and, with no husbands to 
provide for us, poverty, until we joined Muhammad in Paradise. 

Of course, with my husbandÕs body freshly buried in my room, I cared 
little about male companionship. Maybe thatÕs why TalhaÕs burning looks 
made me want to bury myself in the ß oor, also.

ÒI saw plenty of daggers and swords in the crowd around you and Umar,Ó 
I said. ÒYou were never in danger.Ó

ÒPerhaps not,Ó he said, Òbut islam faces a great threat.Ó He stepped clos-
er to me and placed his hands on my shoulders. How many times had he 
performed this gesture while giving me cousinly lectures? But now, with 
MuhammadÕs body lying under my feet, TalhaÕs touch seemed wrong.

ÒYaa Little Red, listen to me.Ó Hearing MuhammadÕs nickname for me 
brought tears to my eyes again. ÒIf Ali gains the khalifa, there wonÕt be any 
future for you in islam, or for your father. In truth, Abu BakrÕs entire clanÑ
all of usÑwill lose everything, including our wealth and status. We canÕt 
let that happen, AÕisha. Our family would suffer for generations.Ó

Talha spoke the truth: Once a clan lost its status, getting it back was 
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nearly impossible. But his words might as well have been the wind in my 
ears. After nursing Muhammad as he died, witnessing his secret burial, and 
seeing the umma so soon begin to tear itself apart, I felt numb to Talha’s 
concerns.

I turned away, out of his reach. 
“I don’t know why you’re telling me this. I’m a woman, remember?” 

Seeing my sister get kicked like a dog by one of the umma’s top warriors—
and seeing Ali do nothing to help her—told me this new islam offered 
little for women. 

“You’re a woman with a lot of infl uence.” Talha stepped around to look 
me in the eyes again. “As Mother of the Believers and daughter of the 
khalifa, you have more power than most men, A’isha. You can protect our 
family’s interests, if you desire.”

But did I desire to play a part in these struggles? At the moment, the 
answer was “no.” I wanted only to sleep and, when I awoke, resume my life 
of caring for the poor in the tent city, playing with my nephew Abdallah, 
cooking and gossiping with my sister-wives, and loving my husband. 

But Muhammad was gone now. Everything was different.
I promised to think about Talha’s words. Then I let him out and, at last, 

began to undress. As I untied my dagger’s sheath from under my arm, my 
glance fell on the sword, lying on a shelf, that Muhammad had given me. 
My thoughts returned to his dying words: Use it well in the jihad to come.

“Yaa Muhammad,” I said aloud, lying on the fl oor and pressing my body 
against his grave. “Here’s another thing that’s changed since your depar-
ture: I don’t want to fi ght this battle, or any other. For the fi rst time in my 
life, all I want is peace.”



Ali
◆A  ’isha bint Abi Bakr was not a woman I would have chose

for myself, not with that fox-colored hair, not with that im-
pertinent mouth. As I stood in the mosque with my sweet, humble wife 
and compared her to A’isha, I was reminded that Abu Bakr’s youngest 
daughter had entered the world with the illusion that she was a queen, 
thanks to her doting father. And Muhammad, so wise in all other respects, 
had encouraged her erroneous belief.

When she had snapped her fi ngers, Muhammad had run to her side. 
When she defi ed him, he laughed. On the few occasions when she aroused 
his ire, she had only to fl utter her eyelashes and he became as a man under 
a spell. By al-Lah! How I hated to see the Prophet of al-Lah display such 
weakness for a woman, especially one who valued herself so highly. I 
cringed doubly to stand in supplication to her now, as she sat beside Abu 
Bakr, the pretender to the khalifa, who held my family’s fate in his hands 
and who listened to his daughter’s every word as if they were gold dinars 
falling from her lips.

That her father suffered from the same malady as Muhammad was 
never more apparent than on the day my wife, Fatima, the epitome of 
womanhood, approached Abu Bakr in the mosque for her share of the 
property Muhammad had left behind. The income from even a tiny piece 
of his date-palm plantations would have provided us with so much that we 
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needed: a wet-nurse for our little girl, Zaynab; a decent bed for us; a goat 
to supply our family with milk.

Anyone possessing a heart would have been moved by my poor wife’s 
plea, uttered at that tyrant’s feet while he perched like a monarch on the 
date-palm stump, profaning the place where a man so much better than he 
had exuded the very essence of al-Lah. Fatima entreated him with a voice 
as weak as the mewling of a newborn kitten, for in truth she was gravely 
ill with the fever that had struck her father down. We had told no one of 
her illness, for my wife was loath to see pity clouding the eyes of others. 
She had already endured solicitous comments and doleful glances too fre-
quently, having lost her mother, two of her sisters, and her father.

“Abi would have wanted us to have this small inheritance,” she said 
to Abu Bakr, keeping her eyes lowered modestly, as befi tted a woman in 
her position. She did so in part because she did not wish her fever to be 
discovered, but I believed, watching her, that no one could fail to notice 
her trembling hands or her pale, perspiring brow.

Yet Abu Bakr was the foremost expert at seeing only what he desired to 
behold. I did not glimpse even the slightest turning down of his mouth at 
the sight of my poor Fatima begging him for what was rightfully hers—not 
even as he rejected her plea.

“Fatima, there is no doubt that your father loved you,” he said in a voice 
like date syrup, a voice so thick that I thought—hoped—he might choke. 
“You were the favorite of all his daughters. Tell me, yaa A’isha. You knew 
the Prophet more intimately than anyone. Do I speak the truth?”

How I wanted to erase his smug smile with a single swipe of my blade! 
My muscles twitched to do so, for his self-satisfi ed air had inspired my dis-
like from the day of our fi rst meeting. I was but a child then, with a child’s 
perception, but I knew when Muhammad introduced us that Abu Bakr 
loved himself above all others, even more than he loved Muhammad, for 
whom, al-Lah willing, I would have given my life not once, but many 
times over.

On this day, Abu Bakr’s love for himself and for his daughter was quite 
apparent. As A’isha nodded to confi rm Muhammad’s good opinion of 
Fatima, that goat-bearded pretender glowed as if his haughty daughter were 
a mirror refl ecting the brightest of fl ames. Bile rose in my throat as my 
trusting wife stood with bowed head and the slightest of smiles upon her 
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lips, certain that her request was about to be granted. But her expression 
withered like rose petals under the desert sun when Abu Bakr spoke again.

“My dear Fatima,” he said, “I know you believe that Muhammad would 
have bequeathed you all of Hijaz, if it belonged to him. But let us examine 
the way things truly were, child. The Prophet gave you little while he 
lived, preferring to aid the poor. Do I speak the truth?”

Fatima could not bring herself to respond, so pitifully was she biting her 
lower lip in an effort not to humiliate herself further by shedding tears. I 
clenched my jaw, commanding myself not to speak, for she had asked that 
I remain beside her in silence while she presented her petition. Your long-
standing enmity with Abu Bakr may harm our cause, she had said.

In truth, Fatima had not wanted me to accompany her today, but I had 
insisted on doing so. I was wary of the treatment she might receive from 
this man who had deceived so many with his seemingly benign charm that 
he was known as al-Siddiq, “The Truthful.” It was a name that he proved, 
with his next words, to be erroneous.

“Fatima, I was present during your father’s fi nal hours of life,” he said, 
tugging at the beard he had dyed red—to match his daughter’s hair, no 
doubt. “And I distinctly heard him say, ‘We do not have heirs. Whatever 
we leave is alms.’”

How my blood raged at this lie! In truth, I nearly bounded across the 
mosque fl oor to rip that sickly-sweet smile from his face, but Fatima stretched 
out her arm and halted me as effectively as if she wielded a sword. 

“Forgive me, Abu Bakr,” she said in a voice that shook like a leaf in the 
wind, “but truly you are mistaken. My father would not have said this.”

“I assure you, he did,” that liar said through those smiling lips.
“Perhaps, then, he was speaking of the dinars and dirhams he left in 

the treasury.”
Abu Bakr shook his head. “Child, he left no coins in the treasury. He 

had given everything away.”
“Then he must have been instructing you to give his camels, goats, and 

sheep to needy families,” she said, her voice shrinking with each word 
until, at the end of her sentence, she sounded very far away. This was my 
Fatima: When she became angry, she never shouted or became shrill, but 
spoke more and more quietly, until her rage emerged as two red dots, one 
in the center of each pale cheek.
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ÒAfwan, Fatima. I am sorry. The Prophet left no animals, only the oasis 
lands for which you ask. As you know, the proceeds from those farmlands 
have always supported the umma’s poor, as well as the ProphetÕs household 
and yours. I believe he intended for that practice to continue. He certainly 
would not have wanted his wives or children to take the lands for them-
selves, and deprive those who depend on their income.Ó

ÒYou are lying,Ó she rasped between teeth clenched like a Þ st. ÒMy 
father never said it.Ó

Abu BakrÕs eyes popped open in surprise, a rare show of emotion from 
him in response to these words of disrespect from Fatima bint Muhammad, 
usually the perfect example of ß owering womanhood. He turned to AÕisha, 
the opposite of my beloved Fatima in every way, for conÞ rmation of his 
falsehoods.

Her face held little color and her eyes softened as she gazed upon Fatima. 
For a moment, I thought she might disappoint him.

ÒFatima and Ali are in need, yaa abi,Ó she said, pricking my pride so that 
my face and neck burned. How humiliating to rely on this spoiled childÕs 
intercession! It was almost enough to send me reeling from the room.

ÒIÕve been in their home, and they have even less than me and my 
sister-wives,Ó she said. ÒIt was appalling, the crudeness of their furnishings, 
the lack of kitchen equipment, the dearth of food. The baby was lying on 
the ß oor for want of even an animal hide! I speak truly, abi: AliÕs house-
hold is as poor as many in the tent city.Ó

To hear her talk of our home in such condescending tones was excru-
ciating. I imagined her standing in my house, casting supercilious glances 
at the ceiling, the walls, the ß oor, wrinkling her nose in disgust at what we 
lacked, touching with only her left handÑher bottom-wiping handÑthe 
few items we did possess.

ÒBut did you not hear the ProphetÕs request?Ó Abu Bakr pressed, his 
smile tight, his eyes boring like wood-eating worms into his daughterÕs 
hesitancy. ÒI am certain you must have heard it, for the ProphetÕs head 
rested against your chest as he spoke. Do you not remember how surprised 
I was to hear him say, ÔWe have no heirs, whatever we leave is almsÕ?Ó

AÕishaÕs gaze darted from her father to Fatima and back again. She licked 
her lips and cleared her throat. Then at lastÑas I knew she would, for she 
is her fatherÕs daughter, after allÑshe nodded her head.
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“Yes, abi, it’s just as you say,” that deceitful she-dog said. “I didn’t 
remember it at fi rst, probably because I was so grief-stricken at the time. 
But now I can hear Muhammad’s voice clearly. It’s as if he were here in 
the room with us.”

Although I and Fatima did not touch, I could feel her body’s shiver as 
if a cold wind had blown into the room. The time had come when I could 
no longer deny myself the urge to speak on her behalf—and, in truth, on 
my own behalf, for without the added income we would be relegated to 
struggle and squalor for the remainder of our lives. Fatima might have 
little time left in this world. I desired that, when she departed, she should 
know that her children would thrive.

“Yaa Abu Bakr,” I said, ignoring Fatima’s darting glance of alarm, “may 
I remind you that the Prophet enjoined us to care for the ahl al-bayt, the 
‘people of the house’? He left no sons, but two grandsons—Fatima’s sons, 
and mine. Clearly, he would have wanted them to be provided for.”

I addressed him in as controlled a tone as I could manage but, by al-
Lah! I did so with a lifted chin. Even now, three months after Muhammad’s 
death, I had not pledged allegiance to the man who stole the khalifa from 
me and my sons. I was not going to humble myself before him now, not for 
what was rightfully mine.

“Several times in the qurÕan Muhammad establishes special consider-
ations for the ahl al-bayt,” I said. “He also granted to daughters the right to 
inherit money and property from their fathers. Would he have wanted to 
exclude his favorite offspring from these provisions that he himself made?”

“I do not know the answers to your questions,” Abu Bakr said. “I only 
know what Muhammad said.” He lifted his eyebrows at me in a consterna-
tion I knew to be feigned. “Yaa Ali, you were like a son to Muhammad, 
and I know you loved him well. Do you desire that his deathbed wishes be 
ignored for the sake of your own gain?”

That condescending tone; that supercilious gaze: Only a fool would 
have misconstrued his meaning, and Ali ibn Abi Talib is not a fool. Even 
A’isha’s eyebrows jerked upward, so startled was she by his insinuations.

Unlike Fatima, I do not allow anger to consume my energy. For me, 
anger is a fi ery spice sending heat through my blood and incensing my 
tongue. Although I had promised Fatima that I would remain calm today, 
Abu Bakr’s insult acted as a fuel for that anger.
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In an instant I had drawn my double-bladed sword and was pointing it 
at his eyes. A’isha gasped and leapt to her feet, then drew her own sword—
my sword, al-Ma’thur, “The Legacy,” bequeathed to me by my cousin along 
with all his weapons. A’isha claimed he had given it to her, but I knew 
she had coerced the bejeweled sword from Muhammad in his moment of 
ultimate weakness. Now she dared point it at me. His gaze still locked with 
mine, Abu Bakr admonished his errant daughter to sheath her blade and 
resume her seat. 

“Do you think we relished this appearance before you, whom we already 
knew to be a man with the basest of scruples?” I cried. I paced the fl oor 
between him and Fatima, waving my sword. 

Stopping before him I said, “In spite of your greedy behaviors of recent 
months, we approached you in the utmost humility—”

“You have shown perfect humility until this moment.” Abu Bakr spoke as 
calmly as if he were discussing the sleep he had enjoyed the previous night.

“—knowing you would deny us, yet desiring to give you the opportu-
nity to right past wrongs and redeem yourself,” I continued, ignoring him. 
“Instead, you increase your sins by depriving the Prophet’s daughter of her 
inheritance and accusing me of coveting it to enhance my status.”

“You are known for your ambition,” that scoundrel said. “Would you 
deny it, while you claim an inheritance that was never granted to you?”

“My inheritance has already been wrested from me,” I raged. “This is 
Fatima’s legacy we are discussing. And your hypocrisy reaches new levels, 
yaa khalifa, when you accuse me of ambition.”

“Do you deny that you seek the khalifa, then?”
In truth, I desired nothing less at that moment. Abu Bakr had already 

committed errors that threatened to destroy everything Muhammad had 
built, such as sending an inexperienced youth, Osama ibn Zayd, to lead a 
military campaign into Syria. I was denied the privilege of joining the force, 
despite my stellar achievements as Muhammad’s most courageous and 
skilled fi ghter. Obviously, Abu Bakr lacked the judgment needed for this 
important position. And he could not have chosen a worse time to send our 
warriors on a muscle-fl exing expedition. Bedouin tribes throughout Hijaz 
now threatened to invade Medina, for they assumed that Muhammad’s 
death had weakened us. With most of our warriors away, those of us who 
remained in Medina lived in dread of an attack we could not forestall.
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Not only were our numbers too paltry to wage a competent defense, but 
our stomachs were as empty as gourds. Abu Bakr did not feed us, claim-
ing the treasury had been empty when he inherited it, but he could afford 
somehow to stage an elaborate show of might in effort to impress our 
neighbors to the north.

I had no wish to be holding the command when Medina sank to its knees 
and islam breathed its Þ nal breath. Nor did I have the energy that would be 
required to repair Abu BakrÕs damage. My uncle al-Abbas and my cousin 
al-Zubayr had been urging me toward the khalifa since MuhammadÕs death, 
no doubt because they coveted the status that would ensue for them, my 
relations. As for me, I wanted only what was mine, and I wanted my wife 
to have what belonged to her.

I lifted my chin at my adversary, knowing that if I denied his accusation 
he would not believe me. While I stood in silence, my raised arm weaken-
ing, my demure wife stepped forward and took the sword from me, and 
pointed it at the thief-khalifa’s heart.

ÒIf it is AliÕs allegiance you covet, yaa Abu Bakr, then you are not as 
intelligent as you are reputed to be. Denying my inheritance will only 
increase his hatred for you. By doing this thing, you injure the umma with 
a wound that may never heal.Ó 

She handed the sword to me and I placed it in its sheath. ÒThe rest is 
between you and al-Lah,Ó she said. ÒThis is the last time I will ever enter 
this mosque.Ó

She turned and walked with her head high to the mosque entry. There 
she ß ung the dust from her heels with great ceremony. I could think of no 
more effective action so I merely walked out behind her. I had no worries 
that Abu Bakr would retaliate against us for our rudeness to him. How 
could he harm the Prophet of al-LahÕs favorite daughter and most beloved 
cousin beyond what he had already done? He would lose all his support if 
he caused injury to either of us.

We swept past a small crowd waiting to petition the khalifa. Fatima 
ignored their curious stares; I hurled daggers with my eyes. We arrived at 
our home to Þ nd al-Zubayr waiting for us.

ÒAhlan, Ali, I have come with an announcement that you will not 
enjoy, but that I hope you will forgive,Ó al-Zubayr said with a bow. I waited 
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for Fatima to hasten inside and leave us,  but she remained,  casting a side-
long glance at him. 

“I have heard enough bad news for one day, cousin,” I said with a sigh.
Al-Zubayr’s gaze fell from my face to the ground, and he shifted from his 

right foot to his left. “I wanted to tell you before you heard it from another. 
I pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr this morning.”

“Traitor!” Fatima hissed the word so quietly, she might have been a 
serpent about to strike. 

“I had no choice,” he said. “I need to fi ght in the army to earn money 
for my family. Only those who have pledged may join.”

“So you have sold your loyalty like everyone else in Medina.” Fatima 
rasped. “And Ali and I stand alone for what is right. So be it. Now you may 
leave our home, never to return.”

Al-Zubayr turned to me for refutation of her vow, but, by al-Lah, I could 
not bring myself to contradict a dying woman. I merely stood in silence, 
unable to meet my cousin’s questioning eyes.

He cleared his throat. “I hear and obey. I will leave you. Ma’ salaama, 
Ali. Fatima.”

I watched as he trudged away, then turned to Fatima to discuss the 
matter with her. But her head was lolling and her eyes rolled back so that 
only the whites were showing. I caught my gentle Fatima—graceful even 
in sickness—in my arms before she fainted at my feet.

Her skin burned; an acrid smell like singed hair made me reel. 
Perspiration drenched her hair and clothing. Sobbing like a man who has 
lost everything, and feeling as empty as if my heart had been torn from my 
chest, I carried my dear, dying Fatima to her bed. The moment her head 
touched the camel’s-feed bag that served as our pillow, her eyes sprang 
open to stare at me in horror, as if I had transformed into a fearsome djinni, 
and she gripped my arm.

“My head,” she said, gasping. “Please . . . Ali . . . help me.”
I hastened next door to fetch our neighbor, Jalila, who was already car-

ing for our children that morning. Then I ran to the market, my every 
breath measured for Fatima, my every thought now focused on relieving 
her agony. I had seen a similar expression of torment on Muhammad’s face 
the day before he died, and I had seen A’isha administer medicine to abate 
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his pain. From her deceitful words this morning, I knew A’isha would be 
unwilling to assist my wife, but the apothecary at the market would be able 
to dispense a remedy.

I had known Abu Shams for many years, and had benefi ted from his 
potions when, on our arrival in Medina, I had become ill after eating a 
variety of kema, desert truffl es. I had also consulted with him when my 
oldest son, Ali al-Hassan, had been colicky as an infant and, later, when 
his baby’s teeth had broken through his gums. Abu Shams’ concoctions 
were always distasteful but effective, and so it was with hopefulness that I 
turned to him.

As I approached his stall, I was surprised to detect no warmth on Abu 
Shams’ gray-bearded face, and to hear no greeting save a grunt from his 
pinched lips. Preoccupied with Fatima’s illness, I ignored his reticence and 
launched into my request.

His expression never softened, not even upon hearing my description 
of Fatima’s symptoms. When I had fi nished speaking, he regarded me with 
eyes as narrowed and piercing as those of a cat.

“Yaa Abu al-Hassan,” he said, addressing me by my kunya, my honorary 
father’s name, “I understand your need. Yet I am obliged to do business 
only with those who are loyal to our new khalifa.” He frowned. “I hear you 
have not yet pledged your allegiance to Abu Bakr.”

I felt as if all the blood in my body had rushed to my face, making me 
hot in the head yet cold in my trembling hands. Speaking in a measured, 
respectful tone was, for the second time that day, an excruciating struggle.

“Yaa Abu Shams,” I said. “Excuse me. I do not see a connection between 
this matter and my wife’s need for medicine.”

He shrugged. Was Fatima’s impending death a matter to be cast off so 
lightly? I clenched my teeth together, trying to smile.

“Only those who serve the khalifa receive service here,” he said. 
“Afwan, Abu al-Hassan, I did not make this rule. The khalifa sent word 
of it yesterday.”

In that moment, the storm that had been gathering in me all morning 
erupted. I snatched the neck of Abu Shams’ bishr.

“God damn the khalifa!” I cried, eliciting gasps from those around us. 
“Will you deny treatment to the beloved daughter of the Prophet of God? 
What will you say of this evil deed when you face Muhammad in Paradise? 
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Or perhaps this act will send you to burn in hellÞ re, instead, with Abu 
Bakr and his arrogant daughter.Ó

He tried to sputter an answer. Then, from behind me, I heard the most 
irritating voice in all of Hijaz. ÒArrogant? ThatÕs like the camel telling the 
cow itÕs ugly, isnÕt it?Ó AÕisha said. I released Abu Shams and spun away from 
them both, wanting as much distance as possible between myself and this 
hated woman. She placed a hand on my sleeve, and I turned to her. To my 
confusion, she did not smirk, but gazed up at me with concern.

ÒIs it Fatima?Ó she said in a low voice. ÒIf youÕre trying to buy medicine 
for her, forget it. They wonÕt take your money until you pledge allegiance 
to my father.Ó

ÒYour breath is wasted,Ó I snarled. ÒAbu Shams has informed me of the 
shameful boycott.Ó

ÒYouÕre the one who should feel ashamed,Ó she dared to respond. ÒDo 
you realize how close youÕve come to destroying islam? People are Þ ghting 
in the streets over your so-called right to rule.Ó

I bore down on her with the force of my stare, my heated breath, and 
my superior height, pinning her against the stall without touching her. 
She merely lifted her eyebrows. 

ÒYou are the one who will destroy islam, you and your incompetent 
father,Ó I said. ÒFirst you send our warriors away on a useless mission, leav-
ing the rest of us unprotected. And now you deny MuhammadÕs daughter 
her inheritance. What was my cousin, your husband, supposed to have 
said? ÔWhat we leave is almsÕ? I never heard him utter those words.Ó

Uncertainty crossed her face but she masked her dishonesty with a 
laugh. ÒItÕs no wonder you didnÕt hear it,Ó she said. ÒThe dog barks too 
loudly to hear the eagleÕs cry.Ó

Overhead, the scrape of a crowÕs caw brought to mind my beloved 
FatimaÕs anguish, and I raised my Þ st in despair, wanting only to bring 
it down upon the taunting, uncaring redhead who deÞ ed me with such 
impertinence. ÒBy al-Lah, where is your shame?Ó I whispered, but still she 
would not cringe.

ÒYou wouldnÕt assault a Mother of the Believers.Ó She gazed steadily 
into my eyes.

AÕisha spoke the truth: I could not strike her, no matter how I hated her. 
She was a widow of Muhammad, revered as the mother of Muslims. Nor 
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would I strike any woman, al-Lah help me, because Muhammad had taught 
me to exhibit, as he did, the utmost respect for all women—even this one.

“You are mother to all Believers, it seems, except my poor wife.” I took 
a step back from her and allowed my arm to drop impotently to my side. 
“She lies dying of the Medina fever, and you and your father deny her 
care.”

“Dying!” Sorrow clouded her eyes. She turned and said a few words to 
Abu Shams, who scowled at me, nodded, and handed her a small pouch.

She offered the packet and I snatched it from her, part of me fearing 
a prank such as she would have played when she was a child. “Give it to 
Fatima, with my prayers,” she said. “It won’t cure her—only al-Lah can do 
that—but it will make her feel better.”

And then, as I struggled to form words of thanks, A’isha hurried away 
from me into the market crowd—not like a lioness, as she so frequently 
paraded herself before the public, but, for the fi rst time in my memory, with 
her head down and her eyes to the ground, humbly, as befi ts a woman.


