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15th of Rajab, 62 AH:

I wash Ruqayya’s gravestone with rosewater, cover it with kisses, and
scatter the torn petals of narcissus around her small grave. [ wipe the tears
from my damp cheeks, take a deep breath, and—for the countless time
these past few weeks—turn my ear hoping to catch the echo of her
laughter through the earthen bricks of her tomb. But I hear nothing but
the scream of silence. Ruqayya has been angry with me for some time
now. She must be upset with me, though I don’t know why. With
bitterness, I say, "Fine, ignore me again. [ won’t forget these days—don’t
say I didn’t warn you!"

I miss her, and her indifference breaks my heart. Never in my wildest
dreams did I imagine my little girl could be so unfaithful, so cruel! Has
she forgotten how she always sought refuge in my arms from the world’s
cruelty? Just as Umm Ishaq, her mother, used to say: "It’s as if you are
her first mother, and I am the second."

— I want to say, "Fine, if that’s how it is, I won’t visit you anymore,
Rugayya!" But the mere thought of it tears my heart to shreds, and I
swallow my words. I kiss her gravestone once more and, with a sob,
whisper, "Until next time. Goodbye for now." I rise, dust off my chador,
and leave her lonely, sorrowful shrine with a heart weighed down by
grief. Every time I visit her, I leave a piece of my soul behind.

As soon as I step out of the mausoleum, the scorching sun crashes down
on me like a hammer. Fifty or sixty paces ahead, from the north, I hear
the lively murmur of the Barada River, cutting through the heart of
Damascus, twisting its way toward Lake Atibah in the southeast. I purse
my lips and furrow my brows. I despise the sound of water—every river
and stream in this world feels like sharp claws tearing at my soul.

I trudge slowly along the gravel road toward the south. After about two
hundred paces, I reach a fork in the road. I take the right path—the one
that has left a festering wound in my heart, still bleeding drop by drop. In



Jerusalem, there is a street called the *"Way of Sorrows," and the
Christians believe it is the path Jesus of Nazareth walked, carrying his
cross, enduring suffering along the way. This street is my Way of
Sorrows in Damascus. I walked this path with my hands and feet
shackled, lashed by the whip of merciless men.

Caravans from India, Persian Iraq, and Arab Iraq, laden with spices,
saffron, and carpets, pour into the caravanserais at the end of the street,
near the towering walls of the city’s fortress. I smile faintly. I have
entrusted Abdullah with letters written in various languages, to be
delivered by our trusted merchants to distant lands.

At the beginning of this street stands a building that was once a church
before the Muslims conquered Damascus. Now, half of it remains a
church, and the other half has been converted into a mosque! A legend
circulates among the people that the severed head of John the Baptist is
buried beneath this church—which is why the Christians have fiercely
resisted its annexation to the mosque. Even that The Liver-eater's
cunning, deceitful son, Mu'awiya, failed to sway them with his tricks. I
admire their resolve and pray they reclaim the other half of the building.
Because the half that is now the House of God—meant to be a beacon of
goodness—has instead become a den of intrigue for the descendants and
relatives of Abu Sufyan. As my father used to say, "Only God knows
what fires have blazed—and will blaze—from the pulpit and minaret of
this mosque!"

I shift my gaze from the bustling street to the church courtyard and stare
at the golden statue of the Virgin Mary perched on the church roof, gazing
toward Mount Qasioun. There, I spot the Archbishop of Damascus, clad
in black robes and a black hat, standing at the entrance of the monastery
crypt, delivering a sermon in Syriac to a gathering of bishops, priests, and
deacons.



When he sees me, he cuts off his speech, bows deeply, and respectfully
calls out, "Peace be upon you, Lady Zaynab, daughter of Ali ibn Abi
Talib!" His audience, who had their backs to me, turn around, bow in
imitation of their leader, and chorus, "Peace be upon you, daughter of the
Seal of the Prophets!" I raise one hand, place the other over my chest,
and reply, "And peace be upon you, my brothers." The Archbishop
gestures to his pulpit, offering me the chance to speak—but I have no
intention of preaching. Instead, I point down the street, signaling,
"Another time, God willing. I must go now." He understands and smiles
warmly, nodding, "No problem. Go in peace."

As I leave behind the Church of St. John and the Umayyad Mosque, the
imposing sight of Yazid’s Green Palace looms before me. Suddenly, I
feel numb from the waist down and can no longer move. Despite the
scorching heat, a chilling cold grips me from head to toe. Beads of sweat
trickle down my neck and forehead, slipping beneath my collar, while
my bones and muscles prickle with unease. Damn this palace—every
time I see it, I crumble inside.

Dense, twisting vines of ivy creep over the palace’s thick walls, their pale
green contrasting sharply with the dark, tar-like hue of the walls. Ten tall,
armored men with drawn swords and raised shields stand guard at the
wrought-iron gates, while forty archers—arrows nocked—watch from
the eight tiled towers at the palace’s corners, their hawk-like eyes
scanning for threats. My heart aches for them. Poor souls, standing guard
under the scorching sun—for whom? For Yazid? A man who, at this very
moment, is likely either fornicating, drinking wine, playing with
monkeys, or composing vulgar poetry! It’s always one of the four.

Umm Kulthum passed away three or four months after our return to
Medina. Had she lived and seen me preparing to leave for Damascus, she
would have been furious, growling, "Have you lost your mind, Zaynab?!
What do you think you’re doing, going so close to the murderer of our
loved ones?" And I would have replied, "I'm going to slap him hard



across the face. I’'m going to show the world that Yazid failed to break
us, failed to silence our voices—the voices of truth." And that is exactly
what I did. When I arrived in the Umayyad capital, without even dusting
off the journey’s fatigue, I began delivering speeches and writing letters.
When word reached that cursed man— "O son of Mu'awiya! The
daughter of Ali has come to Damascus and is stirring the people against
you with her words!"—he laughed and said, "Leave that senile old
woman be. No one cares for her ramblings. The grief for her brother has
driven her mad." But when crowds from Egypt, Palestine, and Jordan
flocked to my house to hear those "ramblings," he sent a horde of spies
to watch my every move!

Before turning toward home, I sit on a stone slab to catch my breath.
Lately, my heart palpitations have worsened, making breathing difficult.
After just a few steps, I grow weak and exhausted. How did I once walk
from Ninawa to Sham, then from Sham to the Hijaz? How did those long
journeys not break me? How did my body endure? Now, looking back, I
realize I have been a traveler all my life: with my father from Medina to
Kufa, with Hasan from Kufa to Medina, and with Husayn from Medina
to Karbala. Even my marriage condition to Abdullah was that he would
never forbid me from accompanying the men of my family on their
journeys.

And now, of all the men who played a role in my life—and in whose lives
I played a role—only Sajjad and Abdullah remain. The same is true for
the women in my life. No one is left by my side except my husband—
just as my grandfather foretold. Oh, Grandfather...

Whenever he saw me, tears would well in his eyes, and he would say my
name with sorrow. Back then, I thought I was a bad child, that my
presence pained him.

Once, I asked my mother, "Does Grandfather not love me?" Her answer
stunned me: "On the contrary, he loves you more than all his other



grandchildren! You are his first granddaughter, and your name was
revealed to him by the Angel Gabriel himself."

A week before his passing, | had a nightmare that foreshadowed the rest
of my life:

I was playing alone in the orchard of Fadak when I realized I had lost
my doll. I searched everywhere until I finally spotted it atop a sycamore
tree. I climbed up, grabbed it, and was about to descend when
suddenly—the earth shook, lightning struck, and the sky cracked open,
and when the sky cracked, a tempest fiercer than the winds that struck
the people of ‘Ad came roaring down, shaking the mighty sycamore like
a straw. Terrified, I clung to a branch—but it snapped. I grabbed
another—it shattered too. One by one, every branch I reached for
crumbled to dust. When the last one gave way, I fell headfirst to the
ground—and woke up...

I told my grandfather about the dream. That noble, kind man wept as he
listened, pressed my head to his chest, and whispered between sobs:
"That first branch was me, Zaynab. The second was your mother, the
third your father, and the rest were your brothers, nephews, sister, and
children. You will witness the death of each one of us, my dear. Know
this: God has placed a great mission upon your shoulders—one no one
else can fulfill."

When my grandfather was on his deathbed, he asked for pen and paper
to write his will. But some claimed he was delirious, that his words held
no weight. As if they would dismiss us as mad whenever our words
displeased them! And when my father washed and shrouded the
Prophet’s lifeless body, those same men raised a canopy—under whose
shadow they cast doubt upon the event of Ghadir Khumm, banishing my
father into shadow for twenty-five years. But my mother did not stay
silent—and I am her daughter. After Karbala, I did not stay silent either.
They say, "What the mother sows, the daughter reaps." It is true.



After my grandfather, it was my mother’s turn to depart. We washed and
shrouded her in secrecy, burying her at night in a grave located at— no,
I will not say. I will take the secret of her resting place to my own grave,
until the time comes for *him* to reveal it. From that night onward, I
became a mother—a mother to my father, to Hasan and Husayn (who
were three and two years older than me), and to Umm Kulthum (three
years my junior), who could not comprehend death and refused to believe
our grandfather and mother were gone.

Thirty years later, a beautiful, dark-haired woman demanded a mahr of a
hundred thousand dirhams, a slave, a maid—and, above all, the murder
of Ali ibn Abi Talib. A man raised his sword, and the mihrab of Kufa’s
mosque was stained with my father’s blood.

Ten years after that, a deceitful man tricked a power-hungry woman, and
poison from here, from Damascus, reached Medina, burning through
Hasan’s veins. Thank God neither the first man could consummate his
relationship with that woman—neither the second man made that woman
his son’s dearest wife! Hallelujah.

When we tried to bury Hasan beside the Prophet’s grave, another woman
mounted a mule, assembled an army of archers, and blocked our path in
the alley of Banu Hashim. She screamed, "By God, as long as I live, I
will not let you bury Hasan next to the Prophet!" At her command,
seventy arrows pierced my brother’s body. She claimed the sanctity of
the Prophet’s resting place must be preserved—yet years earlier, they
buried her own father and another man beside him without a second
thought! That woman rode a camel one day and a mule the next—one
day she spilled my father’s blood, the next she riddled my brother’s body
with arrows.

After Mu'awiya—that unparalleled master of deception—died, my
mission began. The mission the Seal of the Prophets had foretold. I took
my two sons, Aun and Muhammad, and joined Husayn on the road to



Kufa—to the people who betrayed Ali, then Hasan, and would betray
Husayn.

I left both my sons behind in that scorching desert, alongside their uncle
and cousins, and returned alone.

When my sons went to battle, I did not embrace them. I did not kiss them.
I only whispered a prayer and hurried back to my tent. I knew that if I
held them, if I kissed them, my heart would shatter—and then the banner
of Ashura would fall.

No words in any language can describe what I endured on the 10th of
Muharram—and the days that followed. How can I explain the agony of
seeing Ali Akbar and Qasim’s broken bodies? Who can fathom the pain
of watching Ali Asghar’s tiny form torn apart in his father’s arms? What
can I say about Abbas, whose arms were gone before they could be empty
or filled? And Husayn... Every fiber of my being, every shred of my soul,
shattered as I cried, "O God, accept this sacrifice from us!" My heart was
crushed as I stared into the eyes of Marjanah’s son and said, "I saw
nothing but beauty." My soul left my body the night Rugayya died in my
arms. My pride was torn to pieces when that Syrian woman approached
me with her bundle of charity clothes. My bones ached as the desert wind
coated the severed heads on spears with sand. My mind exploded when
Yazid struck Husayn’s teeth with a cane... — O God, why do You not
take my soul? I do not complain—I submit to Your will. But is it not
enough? I pray that tonight, when I lay my head to rest, I may wake in
the embrace of my loved ones.



