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Absent

By Betool Khedairi, translated by Muhayman Jamil

RANDOM HOUSE; 221 PAGES; $13.95 PAPERBACK
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In 2003, the Cairo newspaper Al-Ahram Weekly
reviewed the book "Iraqgis Speak: The Iragi Drama in
Women's Writing," by Inaam Kachachi, a journalist
born in Baghdad in 1952. The compilation contains
works by "women who have undergone the infernal
mélange of war, detention, exile and siege."

View Larger Image

The reviewer posed a question: Why devote a book to Iragi women writers rather than
just Iraqi writers, both men and women? Kachachi explained in the preface that while
war affects all members of society, men and women have different responses based
upon their gender. Men are conscripted into the army, and their language reflects that
predicament. Kachachi writes, "Women encounter war in their homes and experience it
differently, often with a sentiment of fear and solitude."”

Betool Khedairi, author of "Absent,"” was included in the collection, cited as a new and
emerging voice. "Absent" is her second novel. Khedairi, who now lives in Amman,
Jordan, was born in Baghdad in 1965 to an Iraqi father and a Scottish mother. Her first
novel, "A Sky So Close," which was published in 2004, has been translated from Arabic
into English, Italian, Dutch and French.

Khedairi's life has been punctuated by what she calls three bloody crises: the eight years
of war between Iraq and Iran, the invasion of Kuwait in 1990-1991 and the U.S.-led
occupation in 2003. The continuous chaos inflicted upon Iraqi life during these years
shaped Khedairi's tone for her novel.

"Between the exported nightmare fantasy of weapons of mass destruction and the
imported dream of democracy, | concluded that black comedy was the best style for my
new novel."

This is the story of an Iragi family's struggle to survive day-to-day life during the
sanctions imposed after the Gulf War. Set in an apartment complex in Baghdad, each
floor represents a different class of Iraqi society -- and a place where those lives have
become intimate and nothing remains a secret.

"With the worsening of the economic situation, the flat residents have tended to venture
out less often, but for some reason, their movement between the different floors has
increased."

Upstairs there's Umm Mazin, the hefty fortune-teller who predicts the future by
examining used coffee grounds and who ministers to the romantically and
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psychologically distressed women of the apartment complex. Downstairs is Saad, the
chatty homosexual hairdresser whose female client base is dwindling. Ilham, the nurse
who faces the increasingly bleak conditions at the hospital and her own cancer, lives on
the second floor.

Dalal is the narrator. A young woman in her 20s, with a facial deformity -- from the
effects of a small stroke -- and a love of French literature, she now lives with her
childless, self-absorbed aunt and psoriasis-ridden uncle. A land mine left from the 1967
conflict killed her parents as they were traveling from Baghdad to the Sinai Desert. The
story moves forward through conversations, gossip and overheard remarks, revealing
the increasingly bedraggled lives of those inhabitants unable or unwilling to leave, but
still getting on with life. One day, finding the lift inoperable, Dalal and her uncle proceed
to walk downstairs.

"The sewage draining from the ground floor flat has overflowed. We jump in synchrony
across a pool of rotting lettuce leaves."”

Time is mutable. Though set sometime in the 1990s, Khedairi also flits back and forth
between Dalal's memories of her childhood, adolescence and the longed for Days of
Plenty, prior to the sanctions.

Khedairi interlaces the universal themes of life, love, death and betrayal with the
mundane tasks rendered surreal by the blockade. A routine trip to a dentist's office
becomes an uncomfortable exercise in making do. The couch in the waiting room is an
old leather car seat, and a flashlight held by the dentist's brother supplies the light for
the examination. The dental instruments were "being sterilized in a small oven that, in
the Days of Plenty, would have been used to roast chickens."”

Khedairi's keen eye for detail is on a par with another young writer, Lara Vapnyar,
whose compelling short story collection, "There Are Jews in My House," also floats back
and forth through time while elegantly capturing in exquisite language the minutia of
daily life.

"She chose a cream-colored French curtain,” Khedairi writes. "It was embellished with
soft brown knots made out of shiny nylon threads. It looked as though the tailor had
scattered raw sugar cane crystals onto the fabric, and the crystals had dissolved, clinging
to the cloth wherever they'd landed.”

Through her encounters with Westerners, Khedairi perceived a blind spot in their views
of Iraq.

"l realized that they knew little about Iragis as human beings. Understandably, they
were taking their impressions from the Iraqg of the headlines."

In "Absent," Khedairi successfully eradicates this lack of vision by inviting "readers to
share [her] seven-thousand-year-old culture, which was being destroyed by
deprivation." «

Julie Foster is a member of the National Book Critics Circle and also reviews books for
Publishers Weekly.

This article appeared on page M - 1 of the San Francisco Chronicle
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