
Strange Meeting by Susan McNamara 

 

The blind girl walked quickly and carelessly through the musty and bustling bazaar. 

More quickly and more carelessly than usual.  

Rainbow odours of turmeric and sumac, cinnamon and cumin aroused her senses, 

awakening little nips of hunger in her belly. They also embraced her in a fleeting 

recollection of her mother’s many exuberant delicacies – the maqlubas and lahm 

biajeens, made for all occasions, or no occasion at all. When life was still bearable in 

the good days when her father was still alive. 

She quickly dismissed these thoughts, and reminded herself there was no security 

now. She reflected for a moment on how much she had dreaded and feared the 

possibility that today might come sooner than expected, and she felt momentarily 

overwhelmed by the feat that now lay before her, the eldest child. In the blink of an 

eye she had become mother, father, sister, and provider. An unachievable task. 

Knowing the little ones would be waiting for her, and would be hungry, she couldn’t 

bear to return without bread. The fever of the markets was exactly the place for her 

to be right now, she thought. Here, she could lose herself; become just another Arab 

Palestinian girl walking through town. She darted ghost - like across Manger Square, 

passing the ancient wall of the Church of The Nativity. She passed taxi drivers, 

leaning on their yellow cabs, smoking and chattering enthusiastically whilst trying to 

entice the more adventurous tourist to take a guided tour of the wall, or a day trip to 

Masada. As she walked, she passed the obelisk of Omar dominating the skyline with 

authority, and she thought about how she had first learned to find her way along 

these streets, determined to make a difference to her life, her family’s life, and not be  
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the burden she was born to be.  

It had been difficult to get accepted at Al Shahab School. In fact, she was the first 

blind girl to get a place, and to travel daily from Hebron was almost impossible as the 

bus only went as far as Bethlehem. Her mother tried to dissuade her, but she dug 

her heels in. When she was accepted, she practised the journey daily for weeks on 

end, with the determination of a swallow leaving the nest to find a few crumbs for its 

chicks. The route from Bethlehem to Beit Jala was learned with steely ruthlessness: 

first passing the many stalls of dark olives and kaleidoscopic spices as far as the 

road would go, then taking the second right passing her mother’s cousin, Abu Hamu, 

and his little shop of brightly decorated traditional Palestinian dresses. Extravagant 

materials in rich magentas, cyans and sun kissed citrines; their skilled and ornate 

embroidery rivalled the best seamstresses of the area, and attracted admiring 

glances from tourists with too much money to spend. Of course, she had never been 

able to appreciate the intricacies of the garments, but she could just see their 

silhouettes waving to her in the wind; an important plot on the map she followed, and 

the map of her future. Finally, the Baba Ganoush stall, with its tempting aromas of 

the Middle East: inviting scents of smoky burnt aubergines and cumin, which she 

followed, until the smells guided her out onto the main road. From there it was easy. 

The first day at school she had studied Maths, Poetry and History, feeling grateful for 

the preparations which had been put in place to educate her. She had read her first 

poem – Rumi – and was instantly hooked. She remembered leaving the class and 

walking carefully to the top of the school; standing at the top of Beit Jala, its skyline 

peppered with green trees, and flat topped houses like unset tabletops. Feeling the 

midday breeze on her face, and the exhilaration of finding one’s passion was the 

sweetest moment, and from then on all she ever wanted to do was study poetry. As  
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she recalled it now, she considered how easy it was to bring beautiful memories 

back into the mind, and how authentic and fresh the accompanying feelings were.  A 

sudden sadness crushed her, as she considered the cruelty of life, and how her 

dream of studying literature at Bethlehem University was now in tatters. She sighed 

at her naivety, and quickened her pace. 

The road to nowhere was a long and unpredictable one, and so she slipped back 

into one of the little alleys lined with all sorts of paraphernalia whispering in the wind. 

Anonymous, she thought. This was what she needed.  In her panic and helplessness 

she didn’t really know where she was going but kept walking, her erratic footing 

reflecting her thoughts. She had made the journey to Beit Jala many times, and this 

was where she was quite unconsciously headed. She left the centre of Bethlehem, 

and found herself approaching Children Street. The wind soothed her hot, flushed 

face, her hijab flapping in the wind like a trapped dove trying to secure its freedom. 

She came to the crossroads where to go left would lead her back down Hebron 

Road to its ancient city of tall sandy buildings. She knew this path would lead her 

back home where the little ones were waiting for her, or straightforward along 

Children Street and into the town of Beit Jala. Its friendliness called out to her in her 

need, and she instantly began to pick up her speed even more. Waves of fear and 

guilt swallowed her up, filling her stomach with piercing emptiness. Momentarily, she 

was able to quell the despair, only for it to return, threatening to drown her. As she 

hurried along, each second awakening more to the horror of it all, she missed her 

footing, and slipped on a pile of pomegranate skins which had been dumped by the 

road. A puff of white dust, interspersed with pirouetting flies, rose from the ground 

where she fell. Unable to get up, she lay for there for a moment, stunned by the 

impact of the fall. 
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Suddenly, an old man appeared from nowhere, and crossed the road, his black coat 

trailing behind. After a few moments, with his help and her own resolve, she was 

back on her feet. Could things get any worse, she thought, stifling tears of 

powerlessness and humiliation. The old man, brown eyes twinkling with kindness, 

gathered his breath and spoke: 

“Habibti, are you ok?” 

“Yes, shukran” she lied. 

The old man, who was carrying his meal in his hands, guided her off the road.  

“Come over, here, my dear, and sit under this olive tree for a moment.” 

The olive tree stood majestically, just a little to their left; its huge twisted arterial roots 

snaking deep down into the ochre dust below. Umbrella branches of delicate 

dragonfly leaves rose up into the Palestinian sky, providing the perfect parasol on 

warm days such as today, and as she walked towards it, she heard the gentle hum 

of mosquitoes. The tree was surrounded by a low set wall of mismatched and 

protruding stones, which provided a resting place for both of them. Despite being an 

octogenarian, he guided her, watching that her footing was steady and strong, but 

she recoiled from his touch, knowing that the simplest little act of human contact 

could be enough to evoke a desperate torrent of emotions in her; a monsoon that 

would know no bounds. Nearby, an olive branch lay by the roadside, among 

discarded cigarette ends and rocks. He watched a bird zealously pick off a few inky 

black olives before making its ascent. She sat in silence until at last he spoke. 

“Sometimes life can be difficult, almost unbearable.” 

“You do not know my suffering.” 

“I have suffered similar to you.” 
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“When you lose your mother unjustly, you lose yourself.” 

“Yes. I have also endured this.” 

“Why?” 

“Because humans are cruel and inhumane.” 

“No. Why did you lose her?” 

“Because of the wretchedness of the regime.” 

“This is my land.” 

“I thought that once, also.” 

“Why did you not do anything?” 

“We tried to, but it was pointless.” 

“Why do you say this?” 

“Because those in power just crushed us. We were like innocent fawns at the mercy 

of eagles.” 

“I am broken now.” 

“I thought that once.” 

“How did you survive?” 

“I had a family.” 

“The pain is too great for me to bear.” 

“No, habibti, this is not true. You must find strength in who you are.” 

“Who I am? A Palestinian girl who has a family she cannot feed.” 
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“We have all felt the unforgiving teeth of hunger gnawing at our bellies.” 

“Why are they so cruel? It is the pointlessness of it I don’t understand. The thing I 

cherish most in the world has been taken from me. I will never find another mother. 

The hunger will never be satisfied. Where shall I find her, you tell me? She is gone, 

forever, and with her has gone every opportunity I ever had to make her life better. 

The endless toiling and exhaustion, lack of money and oppression. Trying 

desperately to hold things together. To rise above the shame cast upon us. I wanted 

to be educated to end that for her. I dreamed of going shopping with her, buying her 

nice clothes, picking them out together. I dreamed of taking her to Nablus. I 

promised her I would take her. I planned it over and over. A day without work; 

without the endless struggle for bread. That was her one wish. Every year she 

entered the television show “Make Your Dreams Real.” She would spend weeks 

dictating her application to me, in the finest detail. Year after year.  How she wanted 

to visit Nablus – see her brother and mother – just for one day. We would watch the 

competition winners, winning fancy cars and holidays, and what my mother wanted 

was the simplest, most human desire. But she was never defeated by her failure. 

When she didn’t win she would scrutinise her application, and comment on some of 

the points she had made, saying next year she would definitely win. The little ones 

were always so disappointed.  And I knew. I knew. But I could not break her.” 

An involuntary rumble of the girl’s stomach spurred him to invite her to eat. 

“Habibti, please. There is enough for two.” 

She did not resist. He laid the bread out on in his open hand, and the smell delighted 

her nose, making little droplets of enthusiastic saliva gather on her tongue. Her 

eager fingers grappled and rummaged their way towards it; its plasticine warmness 

comforting as she tore it into great chunks, devouring like a greedy crow. She wished  
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the little ones were here to enjoy the meal with her, but she was far too hungry not to 

eat. She felt an ant crawl across her foot, and for a second Rumi flashed across her 

mind like a shooting star. From the very corner of her eye she could see the tiniest 

glimmer of the late afternoon sun, and she knew the clouds were clearing. She lifted 

her face up into the breath of its rays and felt its warmth against her. 

The old man ate too, in silence, and when the bread was finished he crossed the 

road and purchased another slab from the street vendor, placing it into her lap.  

Then, sensing her thoughts, he began to speak. 

“Habibti, sometimes life seems impossible to us, but God will bless us for our 

struggles. We have so much in common. When you lose a parent at a young age 

you are always a child at heart. My struggles are your struggles. This is our country 

and we have to bear the sufferance that is cast upon us because of this. I too, lost 

my mother. They took her in the night when I was just a young boy. I was sent to live 

with a family in Beit Sahour who brought me up as their own. The loss will never 

leave you, but you have a life to lead. Today, more than seventy years on, I would 

give everything I have to spend a few moments with my mother; to hear her voice 

chastise me, to feel her slim hand ruffle my hair.  Be a strong woman and look after 

the family that God has entrusted you with. There is nothing more precious. This 

country’s survival is crucial to all its people, for what is a country if not children and 

families?”  

She knew he was right, and fresh feelings of hope washed over her like a clear 

mountain stream, cleansing the doubt from her mind.   

He noticed the sun was beginning to set. 

 “alhumdilah, abu,” she said. “I pray Allah will bless you for putting bread in my  
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stomach, and fulfilling your obligation to me, through the command of the prophet, 

peace be upon him.” 

He was filled with peace, knowing he had helped her. He took her hand in his, and 

she felt the river - like wrinkles and calluses of a hard life. For the first time since her 

mother’s death, she cried. She cried for this old man, and what he had suffered over 

so many years, and she cried for his kindness to her, despite all that. He clasped his 

other hand on top of hers and they both sat in silence for a moment, joined by their 

bleeding wounds. 

“Thank you, my dear. There are many holocausts to be endured, and always the 

children suffer the most. Whether they live or die. God is merciful, and I hope you will 

walk always in the light of his mercy.” 

And then he was gone. 

She began to walk slowly back in the direction of Bethlehem, reflecting on their 

conversation. As the wind swept past her, she felt a sudden bulge in her pocket and 

her curious hand grasped it. A bundle of notes crinkled in her palms and she wept 

again. Beads of relief and possibility creased her cheeks. She heard the laughter of 

the little ones ring in her ears, as now their bellies would be full. For a long time. 

Sitting down by the dusty road for a moment, she heard the solitary voice of a 

nightingale celebrating twilight, as the final tangerine haze of the sun disappeared 

behind the trees. 

 Allahu Akbar she whispered.  

She thought about the old man. There must be 3,000 shekels here, she guessed, as 

she felt their silkiness dance in her palms.  
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A hundred yards further down Children Street, the old man, his tzitzits blowing 

gregariously in the wind, disappeared into the distance, as he hurried to celebrate 

Shabbat. 
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