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THE WOMAN IN THE  
SCORPION ABAYA

A WOMAN with a large sequin scorpion on the 
back of her flowing black abaya started com-
ing to the Lagoon, the mall on Amwaj Island in 

Bahrain.
Ishaq Rahman was a swarthy American of Pakistani 

descent, tall, with lightly tattooed arms, who lived in 
al-Firdaws Towers and spent a great deal of time at 
the mall. He went by the name of Aesch. He became 
intrigued by the woman in the scorpion abaya.

As he sat outside the Tea Club, drinking a brew of 
Silver Peony, Aesch watched the woman walking around 
the artificial lagoon. She kept the front of her abaya 
fully open, stepping forward in tight black leggings and 
silver heels. Her torso was slim, but her hips were big 
and full and sat on legs so thin that the knees were per-
sistently knocking together from the weight they sup-
ported. (This was a popular body type along the Persian 
Gulf). Her face was round, with a pointy chin, and she 
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wore heavy foundation to make herself appear plaster 
white, ceramic.

I have to find a way to talk to her, Aesch said to himself.
A lawyer turned painter, in his early thirties, twice 

divorced, he had come to the Gulf after his first and 
only exhibition in New York—a series of surrealist self-
portraits juxtaposed with the faces of suicide bomb-
ers—had gotten reviewed by the papers not on the basis 
of artistic merit but whether they might be “useful” in 
reducing the radicalization of Muslim males. None of 
the paintings sold. The final straw came when the State 
Department offered to take him to “at-risk” Muslims 
around the world. Shamed and broke, he fled America 
and took a job with the Bahrain Foundation for the Arts. 
If he was going to be a state-sponsored artist, it would 
be for a foreign country.

One evening at the Tea Club, Aesch was sitting and 
enjoying a glass of mint lemonade when the woman 
in the scorpion abaya sat down diagonal to him and 
ordered a notoriously sticky basbousa. He noticed that 
after normally going bare-faced, today she had come 
in wearing a niqab—a gauzy veil across her nose and 
mouth. He wondered if its sudden appearance meant 
that she was inciting in the onlookers a desire to dis-
cover her. If so, he was glad, because such duplicity was 
usually the work of the lonely.

“Ana ma atakallum arabi,” he said after weighing his 
words.

She looked up at him. “Law samaht?”



“I said, I don’t speak Arabic,” he repeated in English, 
smiling a little.

The joke made her laugh and she lowered her eyes. 
“But you have good pronouncement.” Her voice was 
deeper than he had expected, coming out of a clear throat.

“Thank you. I am new here. But I am trying to learn.”
“You’re American, yes? How do you enjoy Bahrain?”
“It beats Doha.”
“This is right,” she said, laughing. “Please, I do 

not understand how Qatar get the World Cup. What 
will anyone do? Ride down up down on the escalator 
maybe?” She covered her mouth with her hand and 
then realized there was cloth over it. “Also, we have the 
Shi’a protests. That is always exciting!”

“I have not seen you in a niqab before.”
“Sorry,” she said while removing it. “I do not nor-

mally wear, but I just come back from Saudi Arabia.”
“I am sorry to hear that. That place is hell. Bahrain 

should’ve never built that causeway.”
“Bahrain didn’t. Saudi gave it to us. So they can send 

their party boys. Or their tanks.”
“I won’t ever go to Saudi,” he said.
“Why not?”
“I’ve seen how the Saudis drive their cars!”
This also made her laugh. Aesch grew silent. On 

account of the mystery that she gave off through her 
walk, through her clothes, through the way she pushed 
her hair back under the shayla, he had not expected 
their first conversation to be so casual. Soon, however, 
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their silence grew awkward, as a pair of Bahraini men 
in starched white dishdashas passed by and sat down 
near them, lighting up cigarettes with cupped hands. 
Their presence made Aesch’s heart beat hard. He imag-
ined them commenting to each other about how an out-
sider was trying to talk to one of their women. Had they 
already classified him among the Pakistanis and Indians 
of the world? Or could they tell he was an American and 
therefore outside the ambit of their revulsion?

“You always walk around the lagoon,” Aesch said 
loudly, so his New York accent was nice and apparent. 
“I like it too, that lagoon.”

“So you notice?” she said.
“Your scorpion. It is hard to miss.”
“Do you know the scorpion? It is the one animal that 

kills itself instead of letting another kill it.”
“You have taught me something! Do you live nearby?”
She shook her head, not offering anything further, 

regretting the somewhat revealing comment she had 
just made. He noticed her hesitation and pointed to al-
Firdaws Towers.

“I live there,” he said. “That is my balcony, second 
highest, facing the water.” He dropped his hand as 
quickly as he raised it because the two onlookers had 
followed his finger and now knew where he lived.

“That is very close,” she said. “You may be here very 
much.” There was hope in her voice.

They sipped their drinks with purposive slowness, 
hoping to elongate an encounter that had begun so well 



and yet seemed condemned to end in estrangement. 
They were rescued, temporarily, by the capitalist zeal-
otry of the Filipino waiter, who came and asked if they 
wanted another drink. The joint affirmation of the refill 
felt like a conspiracy and they smiled at one another. 
They talked about the lights in the lagoon, the way it 
looked like a bowl of dark milk, or mystical wine. She 
said it was her first time visiting Amwaj. This admission 
allowed him to inquire about her person. He learned that 
she had attended the top schools in Bahrain and gone 
west to study in Paris, but circumstances had brought 
her back a few years before. Her name was Maryam bint 
Mudatthir.

“Do you miss Paris?”
“Very much,” she said.
Aesch wanted to hear more but didn’t press her. 

The men were staring quite intently now. Were it not 
for his latent fear of Arab mystique—which led him 
to think that any man in a dishdasha could cancel his 
visa at any time—he would have confronted them. But 
then Maryam asked him a question that sank his heart 
because it seemed to suggest that the endless staring by 
the two Bahrainis had gotten to her.

“Are you American, basically?”
“Basically?”
“Yes,” she said. “I mean, asli . . .”
He shifted in his seat. It was one of the first Arabic 

words he had learned. Asli meant “originally”. It was a 
favourite question of the Bahrainis. Whenever previously 
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confronted with it, he had lied, having been everything 
from an Iranian to a Turk to an anglicized Saudi—eve-
rything but what he was. However, he couldn’t bring 
himself to lie to her.

“Originally, I am from Pakistan. I moved to America 
when I was ten.”

She laughed. “You had to think! But it is good you did 
not pretend to be something. Some Pakistanis, they say 
they are Arab. They even begin wearing the ghutra and 
dishdasha. And they become so Islamic, like Wahhabi! 
Ukh!”

“Maybe they are ashamed,” he said, not looking at her.
“Pakistanis are very smart,” she said. “They make the 

nuclear bomb.”
They spoke some more, and then she called for the 

bill. He longed for the moment when he might see her 
again—the disapproval of strangers be damned. But 
then, just as quickly as she had enlivened his lust, she 
trampled it.

“It was nice to meet you! I must go and make prepare 
for my husband.”

“Likewise,” he said. “Not my husband I mean, I don’t 
have one. Never mind.”

“The villas,” she said, with red spots of shame drift-
ing in her cheeks like buoys in the Gulf. “We are renting 
a villa for winter.”

Aesch watched her go and thought how he would 
have to avoid her in the future when she would be out 
with her husband, who was no doubt a wealthy and 



powerful Bahraini if he could afford one of the villas for 
the entire winter.

And yet, the distance he would have to keep from 
this woman—a separation that was imposed by the pro-
tocols of convention and modesty and morality—sud-
denly heightened his feelings for her in every way. It 
would be quite an achievement to be with such a woman, 
he thought—and fell asleep.

`

For a week Aesch watched her from his balcony. She 
strolled around the lagoon with her husband—always 
in the afternoon, when the air was still warm and tinged 
with the orange and gold of the Gulf during winter.

Her husband was a bulky man, more muscular than 
chubby, who wore dark T-shirts and shorts and gold-
rimmed sunglasses. She, meanwhile, persisted with that 
scorpion abaya, left open at the front, though lately her 
tights only reached mid-calf. Her husband’s presence 
allowed her to be freer with her body.

Aesch started noticing certain patterns in the cou-
ple’s daily excursion: the way she watched the sunset 
from the bridge over the lagoon while he withdrew to a 
bench and smoked; the way she slowed down to inspect 
the bougainvillea vines that the gardeners in their blue 
overalls were always curating; the way the couple took 
their tea at the Lebanese shisha bar on the courtyard 
above the Tea Club. There was a repetition, a ritual, in 


