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R afim a  
stood 
in the

doorway
and watched the sky as it settled into its familiar deep blue. The 
day was over, and tomorrow he would be coming home. 
"Tomorrow," she whispered, "if God wills, I will make bastilla 
and we will ail be together."

She always went to Fatima for eggs. Three days a week the 
old women sat in the market, a frayed herring-bone blanket 
spread around her. The eggs, newly washed and white like sugar, 
were piled in two fiat baskets. Rahma had never seen the hens 
which laid these eggs but she liked them ail the same.

Rahma didn't tmst anyone else to choose the eggs for her 
bastilla. She had to be sure of getting the whitest ones. It was 
something her mother had told her. She liked the look of the 
white ones best. Each one had a little patch which reflected 
the sun. You could see it no matter which way you tumed the 
irregular shape. The eggs sucked up the sun's heat like soft 
stones. Rahma loved to feel their warmth as the old woman 
passed them to her one by one.

They were calling it the "Green March" Mustafa came 
to the house each day to read to her husband from the paper.
He went round to ail the families of those who had gone.
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How strange to win a war without fighting. The paper 
said people should feel proud. Rahma was not sure she 
was proud but she was certainly glad.

That was how she knew he was coming home.The paper 
had said that the march was over. It said that the king had shown 
true courage. By letting his people stand up for themselves he had 
regained what was rightfully theirs.

Rahma's daughter was proud of her hands. Though she 
worked hard she was not yet married and was careful to keep her 
palms dry and the backs of her hands out of the wind.

First she started to knead the dough with the back of an open 
fist. It was like running her fingers up the soft stomach of a baby 
to make it laugh. Even though her slender hands were dusted 
with flour, flakes of the muddy dough clung to them. Before she 
flicked them off they started to dry on like dead skin. After a 
while she started to grasp wedges of the dough in both hands. 
Though she enjoyed the smooth texture against her palms she 
was careful not to handle the dough too long. If the pastry tumed 
out tough she would be the one who got the blâme.

When the dough was ready she moved over to the griddle 
prepared by her sisters. She scooped out some dough with one 
hand and started to knead it into a bail. As soon as it was round 
she tossed it high into the air, then tapped it down onto the 
hotplate. As she pulled the bail away a thin smudge of dough was 
left in its place. At once, the girl tumed to call her mother.

Ingrédients to make bastilla for twelve: six pigeons, ten eggs, 
two pounds butter, half pound flour, twelve ounces icing sugar, 
one pound almonds, onions, pimento, garlic, cinnamon, saffron, 
coriander, oil, parsley, black pepper, sait and orange flower water.

"Are these for something spécial? " The woman handed over 
a bundle of dead pigeons bound by their ankles.

"It's a bastilla. My son's coming back from the March, if 
God wills."

"People have been saying they should be back soon." Rahma 
paid for the birds while the woman was speaking. "Are you sure 
he'll want to come straight home though?"

It was an odd question. "He's my son."
"They're ail heroes now you know. They won't want to be
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spending time with their families.They'll be straight into the 
cafés drinking tea and telling everyone how brave they've been. 
The families will be the last to hear anything about it."

"Speak for your own sons, not mine."
"You're getting old, woman," the other continued. "Don't 

you see how the young are now?"
"My son is a good boy, loyal to his family and to God."
"Ail right then. But don't say nobody wamed you."
Rahma almost did not reply but, after tuming to go, she 

looked back over her shoulder. "It'll tum out as God wishes."
As Rahma walked away from the stall she wondered if the 

woman's evil thoughts would harm the meal. After ail, she had 
bought her pigeons. Rahma held up the birds. They smelt clean 
enough. Besides, she couldn't afford to replace them.

"Now, do you want to try?"
Rahma's daughter pursed her lips and nodded.
"It's alright. Fil tell you what to do and take over if there are 

any problems." Rahma took care to be gentle with the girl. She 
knew it was her own past bad temper that was making her worry 
now. "Come over here in front of the griddle."

The girl sat cross legged in front of the fire while her mother 
stood behind to watch and direct her hands.

"You've got to leam to know when the pastry is ready. so 
you can lift it straight of f the fire." She looked down to see the 
girl nod and knew she was concentrating. "You must be careful. 
If you leave it too long it will bum and be useless."

"What if I take it off too early?"
"Well, you won't. If you try and do that the pastry'll stick 

and you'll just pull it apart."
As they spoke the fiat circles of dough they had dotted onto 

the hotplate fused into a single flakey layer.
"Keep watching until it starts to come away at the sides."
The transparent film of pastry began to cloud and then dry 

out from the centre. The girl sat fixed on it, concentrating. A 
moment later the leaf of pastry had dried right out to the nearest 
edge which began to rise slightly off the griddle.

"See it starting to come off at the edge now?" That means 
it's time, so get ready." Rahma laid her palm gently between the
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girl's shoulders to encourage her forward. "If you start gently at 
this side it'll pull right away."

Rahma's daughter stretched over and took the near edge of 
the pastry between thumb and forefingers. As she pulled the 
pastry began to come away from the hotplate in a single piece.

"Now take care when you touch it, it's very thin. It'll break 
easily." As she talked Rahma held out a wide floured plate for the 
girl. "You'll need this to put it on."

The girl nodded but continued working the last of the pastry 
film off the griddle. By the time it was almost clear she still had 
not taken the plate. Rahma interrupted her sharply.

"Think about the plate as well. If you don't get it nearer the 
pastry'll tear. Then you'll have to do it ail over again."

The girl obeyed at once and, holding the pastry over one 
hand, brought the plate across onto her knees. The circle of 
pastry was still almost complété. Only half an inch was lost 
where it had folded across one side. Rahma was pleased by 
her daughter's success. Before Rahma came south to marry, 
her mother had taught her to make bastilla, and now she 
must do the same for her own daughter. That is how 
families are kept alive.

"Well done. You didn't break it, that's good."
"But I spoiled the edge." The girl still sounded nervous.
"You didn't tear it in half, that's the main thing."
For the first time the girl smiled.
"You can do some more on your own now. Just remember 

not to let the pastry lie too long before you move it."
"Rahma, bring us some tea."
Rahma had already made the tea. She knew the men would 

not start talking until they had drunk their first glass. She poured 
two glasses from high in the air before tuming them back into 
the pot and closing the tin lid. As she carried the tray into the 
main room she dropped her eyes to the floor but glanced up to 
see who had come. It was Mustafa.

Rahma stood on the other side of the doorway where she 
could listen and not be seen. As the men started to discuss events 
in the town she could feel her husband becoming more anxious. 
Eventually, he broke.
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"Come on Mustafa, stop teasing. Read something from that 
newspaper.Why we should waste time talking about this town 
when there are much more important things going on?"

Mustafa unrolled the battered newspaper and spread it out in 
front of him. Rahma's husband put down his glass of tea and 
leant forward to listen.

"'Retum Of Green March.' That's the headline. 'Latest 
reports suggest that many of the three hundred and fifty thousand 
civilians who have recently taken part in the successful Green 
March are now nearing home. The column of marchers, whose 
presence has ensured the recovery of the Moroccan Western 
Sahara from Spain, yesterday reached Tiznit where they were 
greeted by a great show of public feeling. The main body of the 
marchers, having spent the night in the town, has started on its 
way north. The column has begun to disperse as natives of the 
southem régions make their own way home.'"

"If they're already at Tiznit they'll be here soon, if God wills. 
When was that written?"

Mustafa answered without looking back at the paper. He had 
been asked the same question before.

The girl scattered the last of the bowl's contents over the 
pastry and the rieh smell of powdered sugar and cinnamon 
clouded up about her. She had emptied the litter of plates and 
bowls which surrounded her and was ready to finish off the work.

Pulling the bastilla towards her she started to fold the spare 
leaves of pastry from the base around the sides. Though the top of 
the pie was uneven she gently ran the side of her hand across 
each layer to pull it taught. Each time, she dipped her two 
forefingers in a shallow bowl and brushed along the edges of the 
pastry before wiping them dry on a cloth.

Once this was finished she peeled the last few pastry circles 
off their plate and set them down across the surface of the pie.
She levered the bastilla up with one hand to fold the remaining 
pastry under it. It was satisfying to feel the mass of the filling 
inside. It was densely packed and did not lose its shape as she 
lifted it. She knew this would make her mother happy.

Before calling over the rest of the women to pass comment 
she took the jug of oil and poured a small pool onto the top of the
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pie. She used her fingers to smooth this out, spreading it thinly 
from the centre and then pouring more oil onto her hand to 
cover the sides. Finally, once she had tumed the tray around to 

see that the far side was covered, she wiped her hands for the 
last time and slowly eased back up from where she had been 

sitting, feeling the blood run back into her legs. Rahma was 
glad to be alone for a while. The fire had been hot and, by the 
end of the day, the chattering of her daughters and nieces had begun 
to annoy her. Though proud of each of them Rahma found it hard to 
have them ail in one place.

The food on which they had spent the aftemoon was now laid 
out to wait. Rahma took two white cloths to cover a plate of cakes 
and a bowl of soup she had ready for the evening. This would be 
enough to keep off the flies. Last in the row of dishes was the 
bastilla. Rahma stopped to look at it with pride. Though it had been 
shaped by hand, the pie was almost a circle, the dark filling visible 
under the layers of pastry. It would be good. The layers of.pastry were 
thin and would stay light as they cooked. Beside the finished pie 
Rahma left two packets of paper, folded and about two inches square, 
one for cinnamon and the other for sugar. Later she would sprinkle 
these over the pie in altemate lines of red and white. They would 
stick to the hot pastry and her work would be done. She would sit 
and listen as her family came together again. They would eat, praise 
her cooking and talk into the night as they had always done.

Once again Rahma stood in her doorway looking out at the sky. 
Black above her head it gradually faded into the same brilliant blue 
across the roofs of the town. Earlier she had felt ashamed, now she 
was just tired.

Without her son the meal had been a waste. She had served it 
with a cold heart. Her family had run out of words, there was no 
conversation, no laughter, not even argument. It seemed that, for ail 
his marching, her son had won an empty victory.

No doubt he would soon be back to tell her about ail the good 
he had done. But rather than sharing his pride, she would only be 
able to think of the men's silence and the food left half eaten.

Rahma sighed, tumed her back on the blue sky and went back 
into the house.
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