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| sit with my khanoom joon, my mother’s
grandmother.lam five years old and | still believe

that everyone can be saved. She s eighty-three and
hasn’'t believedinsalvationinalongtime. I like to think
that we're bothright.

Acigaretteis held betweenherred, puckeredlips
andnicotine smoke laces the airbetweenus. She
holds her cigarette between two pale fingers and
takes alongdrag. She looks like my mother, with her
high cheekbonesjutting like knives. Her skin looks
papery thin, like someone crumpleditinto a balland
spent the next thirty years trying to smoothit out.

Her goldenhairis curledintoringlets and pinnedina
twist ontop of herhead. She smells like stale coffee
andtoo-sweet flowers and she is beautiful. | can tell
evennow, hereyes sunkinto their sockets and her
teethyellowed with every bitter drag of smoke. Sheis
beautiful.

The cigarette hangs lazily from her swollen joints, one
leg stretchedinfront of her as she leans against the
livingroomwall. Her eyes are lined with kohland are
sleepy-lidded. She stares at me through herlashes
andhereyesare soblueitburns. If youlook too
closelyyou'llbe nothing but ash.

It's clear she’s perfected the stare. | stare back.

“You know, smokingisbad foryou.” My voice is small,
andllet out alittle cough from the smoke. Thereis
silence, followed by a throaty cackle. She throws her
head back andlaughs before descendinginto a fit of
coughing.
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Forthe firsttime | hear herraspy voice, like two stones
grating against each other. ‘Welllhopeitis." Herred
lips slash against her face like awound, stretched ina
smile.

‘My Maman says that you'll die if you keep smoking.’
I narrow my eyes at her. | don’t know why | say this. |
think lwant herto feelbad.

She arches a thin, drawn eyebrow at me and smirks.
‘She always did worry too much, your mother. You will
soon learn, girl, that when someone sets their sights
ondyingitisveryhardto change theirmind.’

| don’t say anything. I let the silence wind between us
as | crack open pumpkin seeds with my teeth while
my khanoom joon coaxes her next cigarette tolife
with the dying glow of herlast.

The afternoon sun fadesinto twilight and the
shadows lengthen on the hand-woven carpet. |don’t
know how longit takes for her breathing to stop and
forthe hotredtip to burn out.
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