
   

1  

Karosh Taha 
Beschreibung einer Krabbenwanderung/ Description of a Crab 
Migration  

A Novel, 238 pp. 
© 2018 DuMont Buchverlag, Köln 
English Sample Translation © Katy Derbyshire 
pp.5-21 
 
 
‘This story is based on factual occurrences in my recollection.’ Sanaa Kevjala  
 
While I dream of a red crab that dreams of a red crab that dreams of a red crab that 
dreams of a red crab dreaming of me, while I’m dreaming of a red crab. I wake up 
soaked in tears and a giant moon dazzles me so hard I can barely open my eyes.  
My sister’s asleep, breathing imperceptibly. The thin shape of Asiya out on the balcony. I 
check the time on my phone: three in the morning. I get to sleep a while longer. After five 
minutes – perhaps more – my sister’s alarm goes off.  
Surprised by the sudden brightness, I refuse to get up. My head on its soft pillow feels 
like it’s nestled between my grandmother’s warm breasts. I press my face into the fabric 
and smell her henna-reddened hair with its scent of earth-coloured hard soap. The pillow 
is damp from the drips raining from grandmother’s braids and splashing onto my cheeks; 
she’s just taken a bath. Or perhaps I was just crying in my sleep. I can barely breathe 
through my nose; I can’t help thinking of the red crab. It crawls under the sand and when 
it scrambles out again, grains gather in its eyes.  
I want to bury myself under the sheet, burrow into the mattress, live inside my 
grandmother, her never giving birth. I could nourish myself on her liver and warm my feet 
on her kidneys. I get my cold feet from Asiya; she wanders around the flat like a ghost 
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gone astray, a blanket over her shoulders. She spends her afternoons rolled up in her 
marital bed, praying to a quarter-moon on the balcony on the evenings. In its beams, she 
is as radiant as a lost virgin. I watched her last night: pale hands laid on the railing – her 
face turned to the full moon.  
In the old days, long ago, two hundred years ago perhaps, we worshipped the moon 
together – that was when we still lived in Iraq. Asiya lifted me onto the garden wall, then 
climbed onto a box so I could lean against her shoulder, and we stared thirstily at the 
moon. She wet her fingertips with spit and rubbed my hands with it as she whispered the 
names of all holy women. I held my nose up close to her head, which smelled of Aleppo 
soap, and concentrated on her voice. ‘In the name of Karima, the generous, Amina, the 
loyal, Halima, the mild, and Fatima, the pure. In the name of Mariam, the untouched, 
Asiya, the merciful, and Aziza, the powerful. In the name of Khadija, the wise, the first 
Muslim woman and the Prophet’s companion. God’s praise and peace be upon them.’ I 
had been experimenting with earth-coloured toads the day before and now there were 
warts growing on my hands.  
‘You mustn’t play with toads, understand?’  
I twist and turn between my grandmother’s cold plaits. My pillow is soaked with salty 
water, so wet I think I’ll drown if I don’t get up soon.  
I manage to heave myself out of bed. This is what it must feel like to be sixty-five. I doubt 
it’s healthy to feel like you’re in your mid-sixties at the age of twenty-two. There are a few 
indications that I’m not sixty-five after all: on the sheet is a big fat stain in the shape of a 
cloud; it’s a bright fresh shade of red as though someone had beheaded a robin in my 
bed. Poor bird, I think. I would cradle the tiny warm body in my hands and carry it to the 
plant pots on the balcony to bury it among the geraniums, where it can grow a new head 
in a year’s time. But we don’t have any geraniums.  
While I’m daydreaming of robins, my sister wakes up and rubs her eyes like a seven-
year-old. There’s a red cloud spreading between her legs too. At some point she notices 
the damp spot and groans, then ambles hopelessly into the bathroom. I quickly change 
our sheets before the clouds transform into sharp pincers.  
Helin is surprised to find me dealing with her bed.  
 ‘Why are you doing that?’  
‘Because you’re my little sister,’ I say, stroking her freshly brushed hair as though she 
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were six. She frowns and thinks I’m planning something, begrudges me a moment of 
tenderness. ‘Don’t touch my hair.’  
I’m planning to take a shower and lie in Adnan’s arms. He’s expecting me around 
lunchtime – we never have breakfast, we skip straight to lunch and then we lie in bed. 
He tells me about things I find hard to concentrate on, because I can’t help thinking of a 
red crab with grains of sand in its eyes. Every time, I promise myself to listen to what 
Adnan tells me, and then my gaze wanders along his cheeks and I feel his warm neck 
and sniff at his throat, which smells of roasted chestnuts. He strokes my belly, his hand 
slips lower and then the alarm goes off: Adnan has to leave. I stay in his bed for a while, 
running my hand over the mattress to soak up the last of his body heat.  
Under the shower, I let hot water stream onto my body until my skin turns red. Someone 
knocks at the door wanting to get me out – Babu needs a shower, Helin says. And I think 
of Nasser and Asiya; in my head, my father’s called Nasser and Asiya’s called Asiya. 
Since she nursed me, since she sung me to sleep, since I can speak I’ve called Asiya 
Asiya. The woman who claims the word uda – ‘mother’ – for herself is my grandmother 
with her warm breasts.  
Steam rises from my skin as I leave the bathroom wrapped in a towel; Nasser doesn’t 
care how much skin I show. I dash next door to my room. My sister complains, ‘Why do 
you always take so long in the shower, what do you get up to in there?’  
‘What do you think I get up to? I take a shower.’  
She doesn’t believe me; she eyes me suspiciously. ‘Aha.’  
‘Don’t you “aha” me. Mind your own business.’ It’s not like I ask her what she gets up to 
under the covers at night with her face screwed up. She always raises her left leg to 
prevent any suspicious bulges down there. She thinks I’m asleep but she still looks over 
at me to make sure. My eyes are open, looking straight into her lust-contorted face like 
an owl; I can do it because the moon shines into the room behind my back, hiding my 
face in its shade, the darkness sparing Helin any shame.  
Her unpractised hands fiddle with her wet pussy, producing quiet squelches. She keeps 
taking little breaks, either to draw out her orgasm or to recover her strength. She’s fifteen 
already, turns sixteen next week, and she only just started masturbating a month ago.  
Helin falls silent when someone opens the door to our room unasked. There’s Asiya 
wrapped in a thin blanket, like a fragile grandmother. ‘I’ve made you an egg.’  
‘For me?’ I ask, amazed.  
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She nods and walks off, not waiting to hear that I never eat breakfast. My sister looks at 
me like I’m a mystery again. I’ve got two hours to go before I’m breathing in the same 
rhythm as Adnan; how long can it take to eat an egg? Five minutes at the most. If she’s 
made chai then only three. I can spare three minutes of my time.  
My sister heals the pink scar on her cheek with concealer. If you didn’t know her you’d 
think she was covering up a spot.  
 ‘What’s up now?’ she asks. I turn away.   
A slight bump is still visible, a curled-up worm or a snail’s shell, depending on whether 
she’s stared at from the side or kissed on the forehead. In the end she grabs her school 
bag, not taking her eyes off me. She doesn’t care that I don’t want anyone looking at me 
in my underwear if they haven’t got a penis.  
‘What’s up with you?’ I ask, unnecessarily aggressive.  
Off she goes with her heavy bag over her shoulder. I wish she’d look back to see the 
regret in my eyes. I inspect the young woman in the mirror, checking whether anything 
important is wrong with her. But everything’s in the right place and there’s no reason to 
stare at me; I look perfectly normal. I check the time and hurry towards the kitchen, 
stopping in the lounge.  
My father’s lying on the couch in front of the muted TV, old although he’s only in his mid-
forties, perhaps early forties, but not healthy; his arms are white and papery like garlic 
skin. He scratches at them and I hear his nails tearing his dry follicles. I stop for a 
moment. A bit of spit will help. He hasn’t noticed me yet, still watching TV. When Umm 
Kulthum sings his tears flow as if his mother had cancer. But today he’s just lying on the 
couch; he opens his mouth, his lips tear apart as though he hadn’t spoken a word in five 
hundred years, and before he says anything I move from the spot and remind him: ‘Got 
to go to uni, I’m late already.’ He scratches his arms again.  
‘Take your hair out of the plughole next time you have a shower,’ he says. ‘It’s 
disgusting.’  
I walk back and say, ‘I didn’t leave any hair in the plughole.’  
‘Yes you did, it’s your hair. With you two making such a mess of this flat it’ll be no 
wonder if I get sick.’ He scratches his skin red.  
A bit of spit will help, I want to say.  
Like he rubbed spit on my calf when a crab pinched me, in the Khabur. He lifted me onto 
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his lap, massaged my calf with one hand, wiped away my tears with the other, 
whispered words of comfort in my ear: ‘Don’t cry, you’re a clever girl, clever girls don’t 
cry, only stupid ones do. When you’re big that crab will be scared of you; you’ll trample 
her to pieces.’  
‘But she’s got pincers,’ I said, retreating further into his lap, away from the river.  
‘They’ll be tiny pincers then, they won’t harm you.’  
‘Why did she pinch me anyway?’  
He told me about the tribe of crabs that one day decided to emigrate, and forgot to take 
along the smallest crab because was asleep in a cave. When she woke up all her friends 
and relatives were gone, even her parents and her brothers and sisters, and ever since 
then that little crab has lived all alone on the big, big beach. And so she roamed around 
the banks of the Khabur and pinched everyone who came to close to her.  
‘When are we going away?’ I asked Nasser.  
‘As soon as Asiya understands we’ll be happier in Europe.’  
‘But, Babu, what if we forget something?’  
 ‘What would we forget?’  
 ‘I don’t know, but the little crab was forgotten.’  
‘You’re our little crab and we’ll never forget you.’ He rubbed his stubbly cheek against 
mine until my belly hurt from laughing.  
I rush to the bathroom and check the hair trap over the plughole, which is blocked with 
long black hair. I bang it against the edge of the bath until the hair falls out in a flat pile, 
then wipe it up with a tissue and crumple it into my pocket. In my bedroom, I burn the 
hair in a glass so it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. By the time I pass through the 
lounge again Nasser has vanished, like an image from a dream. Instead, Asiya is 
standing between the open plan kitchen and the lounge. Asiya gave up cooking years 
ago, which is why the sight of her is strange.  
‘Don’t you want your egg?’ she asks, as though she weren’t Asiya. She has swapped 
her thin blanket for clothing suitable for outside. Asiya waits for a reaction. ‘Your chai’s 
gone cold as well,’ she says, her tone almost accusatory. I was just talking to Nasser, I 
want to tell her, as if anyone had to justify themself to Asiya.  
Asiya tips my chai down the sink as I sit down on one of the bare wooden chairs in the 
kitchen. She pours new black tea into the glass, dilutes it with hot water and adds two 
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spoons of sugar, while I feel like asking what she’s planning.  
She squeezes lemon into the tea. ‘To help unblock your nose.’  
I wonder how she knows about my blocked nose. Asiya doesn’t register when 
someone’s voice sounds different from sobs caught in their throat; she doesn’t notice 
reddened eyes as the result of long smothered crying sessions in bed.  
‘Where’s Babu?’ I ask.  
 ‘He’s upstairs having breakfast with Auntie Khalida.’  
 I dip my flatbread in the soft yolk, which spills over the egg white.  
 ‘And where are you going?’  
‘Today’s my appointment with the orthopaedist, have you forgotten?’  
I shake my head before she starts crying. ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten.’ I’m surprised at 
myself for forgetting something like that.  
I’m going to be late and I won’t get to Adnan’s on time, but we’ll at least find time to lie in 
bed.  
‘What are you thinking about?’ she asks.  
‘Oh, nothing.’ I try to remember when she last asked what I was thinking about. It’s 
possible this is the first time in twenty-two years. She gets up and goes into her 
bedroom.  
‘Don’t we want to leave now?’ I call after her.  
‘Just getting my bag,’ she says in a trembling voice. Or perhaps I’m imagining that, 
perhaps she said it in a normal voice and I can’t tell the difference any more because 
she never talks. Ten minutes later I knock at her door, which swings open.  
Asiya is the only person who unnerves me – I can’t get her measure. There’s a state 
between life and death; I don’t mean a coma, I mean the way Asiya walks among us. 
She’s not responsive unless you approach her carefully, touch her shoulder and whisper 
‘Asiya’. Then she awakens and cries or smiles as though seeing an old friend.  
Bad luck for me today: she cries.  
 ‘Do you want to have a lie down?’ I ask.   
I’ve learned not to cry with Asiya. Crying along with her only makes matters worse. So I 
hold back the tears, think of something else. Sometimes I imagine I’m a carer who looks 
after busy women’s old mothers, and my problem patient is Asiya, whose bones have 
turned to chalk. I only have women patients because I only take care of mothers; 
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someone else has to look after the fathers, they’d be too much for me.  
In the old days I’d cry along with Asiya, and Helin did too when she saw us. Helin’s most 
tearful time was when she was six; she’d sob with twitching shoulders because she 
didn’t understand, and Asiya would cry when she saw Helin’s wet face.  
When her crying woke us up in the middle of one night we padded into the lounge to find 
out what was wrong. Helin started to cry. She was too young to understand how useless 
crying along with her was. Asiya looked up, shocked by our presence. The next moment 
she said she wasn’t in pain, we weren’t to worry about her, and asked why she was 
crying Asiya would only say: ‘Go to bed, my pretty ones.’  
On my way to school the next morning, I decided to do something about it. And on my 
way home I thought about what I could do to stop me finding Asiya whimpering on the 
sofa. At home, Asiya wasn’t crying on the sofa; she was weeping at the kitchen table. 
Her eyes and the tip of her nose red as though she’d just been chopping onions. It was 
only leeks, which she wanted to mix with meat for filling pastries. But the pastry had 
gone hard, exposed to the air. One hand covered and propped up her face so it wouldn’t 
fall into the chopped leeks; the other was still holding the knife, which seemed to consist 
only of the blade. The sharp scent pricked my eyes, making them water. I swallowed 
hard and choked on my spit, my throat tight with fear.  
Out of my compulsion to do something, I made a mistake with lasting consequences, 
looking back. I called an ambulance because it was an emergency, my mother didn’t 
want to make leek and minced meat pastries any more, she was sitting there howling 
with a huge kitchen knife.  
‘Hello. My mother’s hurt herself.’  
 ‘What exactly happened?’  
 ‘I don’t know.’  
‘Is she bleeding? How did she hurt herself? Can she still move, can she speak?’  
‘No, she can’t speak, maybe it’s a head injury. But she’s hurting, please hurry.’  
 They did hurry, hearing my trembling girlish voice.   
When they got to our front door – two giant men in white – I asked them to come in the 
kitchen, where Asiya was sitting injured.  
Asiya– the knife still clutched in her fragile hand – asked what was the matter, what 
these men were doing in our kitchen. She didn’t understand the situation until the medics 
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unpacked their equipment and asked what exactly had happened. I told them about the 
state Asiya was in, and they made angry faces and told me not to call emergency 
services for no reason, they had more important things to do, like saving lives for 
example. One of them gave me a flyer – we could get information there, he said. They 
left as swiftly as they’d arrived. I watched from the balcony as they climbed into their 
ambulance, a crowd now gathered around it. A few people looked up, pointed at our 
floor, and I went to my room.  
It wasn’t even a quarter of an hour before Nasser’s older sister Auntie Khalida was fully 
informed. She sat down on our sofa while I stood in front of her, staring at my toenails, 
and endured a thorough scolding. I was a stupid girl, she said, what had I been thinking, 
drawing attention to us like that? I probably had pubic hair already, she said, I could get 
married and have children next year.  
Shame dashed to my chest and brought my back out in a sweat. I concentrated on the 
nail varnish on my toenails. Parts of it had chipped off and it now looked like the outlines 
on a globe. Every toenail was a different country, a better place than our neighbourhood.  
After ten minutes, her throat dried out and she croaked, her hands raised, ‘Water!’  
I fetched water in an unwashed glass: here you are, Auntie. She tempered her words 
and spoke to me as though I were her little girl and needed bringing up. If my mother 
was too weak to get the job done, she’d take care of me; I was her brother’s daughter 
after all, she said, so she felt obliged to raise me as a decent woman.  
When she went home I locked myself in the bathroom and felt the sparse hair growing 
on my vulva. I reached for my father’s black razor from the bathroom cabinet and shaved 
it off.  
In bed, Asiya rolls her body up, vertebrae sticking out from her back as sharp as barbs 
so that no one can get close.  
‘Would you like some water, Asiya?’  
No answer.  
 ‘Would you like to tell me why you’re crying?’  
 She’s weeping quietly, to herself, like a child forbidden from crying. In fact she can howl 
as loud as she likes; no one’s at home but the two of us.  
‘Shall I turn the heating up?’ I ask, because he room’s always cold, because her skin’s 
so thin I can see her veins, because her face is always wet, because there’s barely 



   

9  

enough meat on her to warm her bones, becauseJ  
‘No, my pretty one,’ she says; not that I am pretty, but she’s my mother. I stay there for a 
while on the edge of the bed, stroking her skin. That only seems to upset her more, so I 
stop. She sobs and then she says, ‘I’m crying because I don’t know what’s going on in 
your head, what you do all day long, how you like your eggs.’  
‘The egg was delicious, really.’  
‘And I don’t want to keep you any longer, you go to uni now, please.’  
‘But I can’t just go now.’  
‘You have to go, otherwise I’ll feel even worse about it. Please, my darling, go, you 
concentrate on your studies.’  
I check the time; if I hurry I can make it to lunch with Adnan. I won’t be hungry but he’ll 
force me to eat; he’s afraid the wind might carry me off one day. Among other reasons, 
that’s why I always carry the biggest book from my shelves around with me, preferably in 
Russian.  
In the lift, I hope I won’t meet anyone, but it stops at the fifth floor and Baqqe and Mr 
Zakholy get in, an old couple from Zakho. Baqqe’s real name is Mrs Zakholy, but I call 
her ‘Baqqe’ because she looks like a frog. She’s Auntie Khalida’s closest confidante and 
most reliable source.  
‘Hello, my dear, how are you?’  
I answer without looking at her; her prying mouth might swallow me up.  
‘How’s your poor mother?’ The two of them exchange glances, as though Baqqe’s 
husband wanted to tell her: Leave the poor girl alone, you know how her mother is, you 
go up to her flat almost every day.  
And Baqqe gives him a defiant answer: I’m just being polite, that’s what neighbours do, 
and you never know how that funny woman is, she’s so unstable, who knows, maybe 
she threw herself off the balcony overnight.  
You’d be the first to find out, Mr Zakholy needles her.  
‘She’s fine,’ I answer.  
 ‘And you’re off to uni, are you?’  
No, to the supermarket, need to pick up some condoms. They get out of the lift and 
Baqqe holds the door open for me, but I tell her I’ve forgotten something upstairs, at 
which she gives her husband a meaningful look and lets go of the door.  
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I rush back to our flat and run into Asiya’s room. ‘Come on, let’s go and see that 
orthopaedist.’ I pick up her bag and check she’s got her health insurance card. ‘Come 
on, Asiya.’  
‘But I thought you had to—’  
‘No, later’s fine.’ I hand her a tissue.  
Outside, I spot the matte white Volvo parked on a double-yellow line, a boxy estate car, 
more a wreck from the eighties than a present-day vehicle. I first noticed the Volvo at the 
bus stop a few weeks ago. The driver, a fat man around thirty, was watching me 
furtively. His skin is covered in hair as thick as flies’ legs; his body hair is a sure sign he’s 
Kurdish. Now I catch him watching me again and his fleshy fingers instantly leap to the 
stereo, pressing buttons in a panic. Music comes booming out so loud that the whole 
street turns their heads. He turns the radio off again. I’d like to tell Asiya about him but 
I’m afraid of her reaction. As we approach he starts the engine, reverses, almost crashes 
into the no-parking sign and drives off with a screech of tyres. If he didn’t look so terribly 
Kurdish I could shake my head and give him a smile.  


